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A spectacular chase down the streets of one of the main cities of the state was so unusual that people in shops crowded to the windows, while those on the sidewalks ran away and hid wherever they could. At a time when pedestrian traffic on the streets was limited for safety reasons to an absolute minimum, there weren't many of them, so everyone quickly found shelter. Public cars and relatively few corporate limousines swerved aside, sometimes narrowly avoiding a collision with a heavy police motorcycle or an elegant "private vehicle," as cars owned by high-ranking individuals were commonly referred to. Few could afford not just such a vehicle, but the registration fee, tax, and all mandatory insurance, and even fewer citizens had a chance to obtain the necessary permit to use such a mode of transport. The fact that one of these individuals was being chased by the police with sirens—modern motorcycles that the law enforcement officers were equipped with also had their own "screams"—caused quite understandable excitement. The officer quickly caught up with the "private vehicle," overtook it, and blocked its way. In a desperate attempt to evade, the driver skidded and crashed into one of the advertisement pillars, damaging both the post and his beautiful limousine. The officer jumped off the motorcycle, yanked the door of the "private vehicle" open with a strong tug, and pulled the fugitive out. Despite visible resistance, he handcuffed him and only then called for backup through his communicator. Witnesses to the event could still admire the well-dressed arrestee, struggling with the uniformed officer, until a prison van arrived at the scene. Dozens of theories were quickly hatched about what was happening, and everyone who saw it had something to talk about for the entire day. However, the next day, they futilely searched for any mention of the incident in news bulletins and gossip magazines.

"General, you can't do this to me!"

The young man stood straight, with his hands properly at his sides. Very tall and built like a wrestler, with sharp features of his lean face and short-cropped blond hair, he looked a bit like a model hero from a comic book. However, as he stood there, looking with a silent plea at the older man in uniform sitting behind the desk, he could evoke sympathy in any onlooker.

"Without hysteria, Lieutenant Wilder," the general tapped the desk with a stylus used for writing on informational foil. He seemed confident, but nevertheless consistently avoided the gaze of his subordinate.

"I know and you know that I acted correctly."

"Of course. No one is above the law."

"So why...?!"

"Wilder, please lower your voice. You are a fine officer, but you have one fundamental flaw. You don't understand certain subtleties of our profession and you don't realize that it sometimes requires being a diplomat, not a soldier. Publicly arresting the governor's son is something you should have spared yourself. If we were in some small town and you had caught the mayor's son, then perhaps... But we are in Texas! This is one of the most important pieces of land on our damn hemisphere and the people who govern it hold real power in their hands! They answer only to Number One. And you treated the son of one of them as if you were dealing with just another drunken miscreant."

"With all due respect, General... Mick Hoover caused an accident in which two young people died. He fled the scene and was brazenly confident that he would get away with it, just like his previous antics. The first better miscreant you graciously mentioned has less on their conscience and is more worthy of respect."

The state police general, Anthony Strikes, hissed impatiently and stood up from behind the desk. He quickly realized that reaching his subordinate only to his chin wouldn't allow him to look down at him, so he sat back down. His situation wasn't the best, even without having to deal with Wilder. He had barely reached one star on his general's epaulettes and his position was now in question.

"You don't understand anything. There is such a thing as politics. People in uniform must know this and not play lone riders from a children's movie, because it serves no purpose. Even if you belong to an elite unit. It was enough to hand young Hoover over to his father's custody. Don't you realize that people like him also don’t want their family's issues to be too public?"

"Because what? Because once it gets into the press, it can't be swept under the rug, right?"

"When you have a family of your own, you may understand what it means to have your hands tied by an overeager officer when your son faces the death penalty!" Now the general accidentally raised his voice. "Surely you know that once the files are handed over to the courts, nothing can be done! Even the highest judge will only be able to sign the verdict and maybe add a recommendation to the appellate department, which in such a case does nothing."

"I know! And that's exactly why I personally delivered them to the courthouse, so they wouldn't accidentally-on-purpose get lost!"

Striker frowned, hearing the lieutenant's aggressive tone.

"Please do not shout in my office," he shook his head and adopted a sharp, official tone. "I have official papers regarding your case here. You are being reassigned."

"What?!" Clint Wilder's mind quickly flashed through possible locations for his reassignment, from a remote lost town on the plains to an Inuit village in Alaska. "Where? For what?!"

"For being too impulsive and not knowing when to back off!" The general's voice softened. "Please understand my situation. I'm being pressured from above. My career is also hanging by a thread, all because of your foolish, unnecessary stunt. Please lock the door, and then finally sit down and compose yourself. This is an official order. "Lieutenant Wilder listened without a word. He felt as if the whole world was crashing down on him, and completely unjustly. He had served in the police for six years. He was considered one of the best, and for good reason, he had quickly advanced, faster than any of his colleagues. Last year, he celebrated his acceptance into the Texas Rangers, which had been his dream since childhood. Although this "corps" had long since become just a kind of club for distinguished police officers, having lost its significance at least two hundred years ago, being accepted into it was still quite an honor, especially for someone as young as Wilder. He was really good. He had been trapped multiple times, tried to be bribed or intimidated – to no avail. He had managed to avoid all possible threats, only to finally stumble over his own honesty and commitment. This truly seemed like someone’s cruel joke.

"You will be sent to the Moon," Strikes continued. "With a significant promotion to sweeten the deal. The documents arrived this morning. From now on, you are a captain and you are going to a new assignment. Immediately. To be exact, in thirty-two hours. I want to help you, so I will now pass on the information I have that might be useful to you to start."

"The Moon? You mean, the mining colony?" It was much worse than he had expected.

"Yes. The chief of police there was killed in the line of duty a few months ago; they need his successor. Currently, everything is being run by Lieutenant Juliette Ankes... you will replace her."

"Is she performing poorly?" Wilder asked this question mechanically, just to say something. He felt stunned. Lunnar? That forbidden hole? Is it that bad? To hell with the promotion if he has to end up there!

"Not really, I'm managing somehow so far, but she is simply both too young and too inexperienced for such a responsible position." The general touched a button on the computer keyboard, and a picture of a reddish, delicate-looking girl appeared on the television wall. "Here she is. A young lady from a really good, although social, background, trained as a librarian and a landscape technician at the same time. Initially B1, reclassified to A3. Previously worked at the Medical Academy in Palm Springs. Not suitable material for a police officer, do you think? Nothing could be further from the truth."

"I didn't say anything like that."

"But it's clear from you what you thought. No. This little one has a real detective talent. The previous chief was her supervising officer when she arrived in Lunnar as a key witness in some highly political case. I don't know what case; the files are classified."

"Well, it must have been serious." Not that he cared. He was too busy with his own suffering to think about others' troubles now.

"Probably so, but I don't know the details. Inspector Scott Cavanaugh took her under his wing, trained her, and after a while promoted her to his deputy. He probably also had an affair with her."

"So, a promotion through the bed?"

"I don't know... No, probably not. Cavanaugh wouldn't allow himself that. He had his faults, but he took the job very seriously. He wasn't just anyone; you can read about him in police annals. Juliette Kaphoolie has a knack for this work and is really sharp. And it's no wonder. A3 is a great rarity in uniformed service, especially on the Moon... You are B2, right? Exactly. That's still a lot. Although it varies. Please take a look."

The general changed the image. Now the screen displayed a photo of a dark-haired man with deeply sunken blue eyes and a face that seemed prematurely aged.

"The coroner and also the company doctor, Kelley McCave. A2. Exiled for violating genetic discipline. He married a B-class woman and pretended to be B1 for a while, even successfully. Competent and hardworking, and although he sometimes bends the rules and is undisciplined, overall he can be trusted."

He clicked the switch, bringing up the next slide. On the screen appeared a chubby blonde girl with a childlike face.

"Susana Herefort, A1, independent virtualist. Recently on a police payroll, "apparently a genius in their field. There is no information they couldn't reach, but they are a bit impulsive, like all virtualists. The niece of the current governor... I don't have any photos of them or any further details. A mysterious guy, also A1, you'd better watch out for him. Others are more typical.

Another photo change. A handsome man with a Southern appearance.

"Sergeant Feri Kuncz, C1. A former military member, left the army after some big scandal. He also had bad luck in the police, his partner died on what seemed to be an ordinary patrol, and he ended up behind a desk for a long time. However, he knows his job and can be relied on. He definitely won't be a nuisance to you."

Next change. A handsome, stocky middle-aged man with short facial hair.

"Neil Slavik, A3. A capable criminal lawyer, but no law firm on Earth wanted him. A cheerful guy and somewhat of a grabber. It’s hard for him to keep his hands to himself around a pretty woman. Psychologists have concluded that it's a sort of tic for him, meaning he can't control it. He has the appropriate certificate; the matter is, overall, harmless, but I suppose you understand why no one wanted to work with him. He only found employment in Lunnar because there no one pays attention to such trivialities."

Another man, a Latino with an unreadable face, dressed in stormtrooper uniform.

"Alec Merino, C2, commander of the rapid response battalion. In Lunnar, stormtroopers also serve as transporters for prison ambulances; it's worth knowing. Merino is disciplined, effective, and there are no remarks on him. I don't know anything closer about him."

Now the screen showed a dark-skinned, stout woman with tightly pulled-back hair, round eyes, and distinctly African facial features.

"Lieutenant Rosanda Merrick, also C1. She heads the department for economic crimes," he grimaced sarcastically. "What's this department anyway, a few people and a local private detective, a loser... Merrick even earned the nickname Piranha while still on Earth. Once she finds a foothold, she won’t let go. They say she has a grip like a bulldog. However, intelligence... well, at the upper level of a typical C, so not overwhelming. Like you, she caught the wrong person. He went to the gas chamber, and she was sent to Lunnar, supposedly as a sign of trust."

The next photo also showed a woman, in uniform, with hard features and broad shoulders. She looked more like a man, and although the bulges of the uniform hinted at breasts, the military bandana tied around her neck made it impossible to determine if there was perhaps an Adam's apple.

"Captain Lois Ann Sirtis, a professional soldier, commander of a military garrison, supposedly B2, though there’s no proof of that. No markings due to an injury sustained in cartel wars. You need to be very careful around her. She'll be watching you. She was a close friend of Cavanaugh and quickly became fond of Lieutenant Ankes, perhaps even a little too fond. She likely has a preference for women over men. She won't like that some newcomer is replacing that little doll in the commander's position. She could make your life difficult, and she has the means to do so."

"Nice cast," Wilder muttered. Something about that Colonel Sirtis did not sit well with him, although he couldn't quite say what.

"That would basically be everyone you need to know about in advance; you will meet the others on-site. Oh, and there's also 'this.'"

A somewhat angular yet gentle and rather handsome face of a young man appeared on the screen. He had quite long, ash-blond hair that fell in strands across his cheeks and neck, narrow eyes, and dark, irregular eyebrows.

"Android. A prototype of a new line; supposedly, it thinks independently. At the main command of Lunnar, it serves as an assistant, which really means nothing. It belongs to Lieutenant Ankes and is something like her personal bodyguard."

"Android? So, what, a more advanced sexbot? My sister bought one to avoid going to dating centers, but she doesn’t flaunt it."

The general shook his head.

"This is not a sexbot. Rather, it's an artificial human, from what I know. It thinks independently and can make independent decisions."

"An independent robot?!"

"I said it was a prototype."

"And isn't that... a bit dangerous? What if it rebels?"

Strikes reluctantly shrugged. He had never been interested in such issues before and had no intention of starting now.

"Apparently, it's not possible. Besides, I don't know; I'm not familiar with it," he closed the projector with a wave of his hand. "Wilder... Clint... I truly regret this. I don’t like losing my best people, even on orders from above. You got reassigned despite my official objections. Maybe I can get you back when the storm quiets down a bit. For now, however, there’s nothing that can be done."
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CLINT WILDER
Personal Diary
If I say that Anna is everything to me, it will be as if I said nothing. We have known each other since school. She was never one of our cheerleaders or a Kardashian – I never liked that word. I knew it was derived from the name of three sisters who were incredibly popular back in the 21st century. Later, it started to be used to describe any girl from a very famous and very wealthy family, spoiled, silly, representing nothing, yet still being the object of widespread interest and adoration. To me, that word always sounded wrong, it grated like a broken mechanism, and that's why I don't use it. However, the phenomenon itself exists, for when and where has it not been? In our college, the main Kardashian was "the flawless Barbra Scott," the best of the cheerleaders supporting the school basketball team. Very pretty, a platinum blonde with light blue eyes and a figure straight out of a sports magazine, always dressed according to the current fashion, adorned with the latest gadgets like a Christmas tree, terrorizing her peers by pointing out their physical imperfections, seducing every boy in sight, but empty as a proverbial jar. 

Anna was an entirely different type – dark-haired, fairly petite, with a tan complexion and slightly slanted, brown eyes. In my opinion, she was much more interesting, but significantly less glamorous than the girls from the cheerleading team, quiet, focused on studying. Since I had known her, she had one great ambition: to break free from the subordinate social class and become "someone" without the help of family connections, which Barbra could count on. She wholeheartedly believed that her future possibilities were poorly assessed in the delivery room, and I nodded whenever she talked about it. Did I really think she was much smarter than the average B3 that she was? I don't know. She wanted that, and I wanted her to succeed, though I would have to be blind to ignore the fact that as a student, she barely maintained her place in the official IQ tests around the school average. Even more astonishing was how quickly she shot to the top when it came to the grade rankings. However, she paid a high price for it. Every exam in which she received ninety-nine points out of one hundred instead of a perfect score became a reason for her hysteria and locking herself in her room for as long as a week until she improved her result to a hundred percent. That perfectionism seemed to me then something worthy of the highest admiration.

Over time, I noticed that the pursuit of absolute perfection was slowly destroying Anna. I joined the police, and other classmates quickly found their places in life, but for her, everything she could achieve as a B3 was not enough. The only concession she made for the lower classification was me. As she honestly admitted, she couldn't give me up, even though she should, since she aimed higher. It was for her that I studied like crazy and finally managed to get reclassified to B2, which did not so much please her as it motivated her to work even harder. We had been inseparable almost since the start of our studies at the public college, and it is understandable that upon receiving a life sentence from General Striker, my first steps were directed straight to her. She couldn't meet me right away, but she promised to come to our favorite café an hour before my departure. Just that should have been a red flag for me, but I was too nervous to think clearly. I had to quickly pack clothes and all the necessary little things, sign the documents to release the apartment, arrange for the mail forwarding to the new place, and so on. I had a lot to do.

Anna showed up on time. She looked gorgeous, and what she was wearing probably cost my entire monthly salary. They must have been paying her well at that corporation where she got a job, initially as a warehouse clerk, then as a secretary, and finally rising to the position of assistant to one of the directors. Barista looked at her in awe as she approached to place her order before heading to my table.

"I only have half an hour," she stated immediately, sitting across from me with a caffetino cup in hand. "So tell me, what's so important that you needed to see me right away?"

I told her everything as concisely as possible, while also observing the play of emotions on her face. For the first time, it occurred to me that I might not really know her at all. As I was going to this meeting, I was certain of how she would react, but now, even before she opened her mouth, I knew I was wrong.

"And what do you expect by telling me this?" she asked coldly.

I looked at her and felt my heart slowly freeze.

"We once planned a wedding. We could..." I stopped, already realizing that it made no sense.

"I worked hard for what I have," she said slowly. "I won't give it all up now to bury myself with you in a mining colony on the Moon."

"But that's only temporary!"

"Don't raise your voice," she admonished me. She took a sip of her drink, grimaced slightly, and put the cup down in disgust. "Only now do I see what awful stuff they're serving here. Not worth a single point."

I looked at her as if I were seeing her for the first time, and I could indeed regard it as such. This was not the Anna I knew. Or maybe it was, but I had simply failed to see her true face until now?

"I thought all along that there was something special between us," I tried weakly. "We've been together since high school. We faced all adversities together..."

"Don't try to blackmail me," she countered immediately, coldly and calculatingly. "The past can be as beautiful or as horrifying as one wishes, and it can be reminisced about on warm evenings on the terrace, but what truly matters is here and now. You can't expect me to throw away everything I've achieved just because you never know when to give up and keep getting yourself into trouble."

I fell silent for a long moment, unable to find the words.

"Anna, I don't recognize you," I finally whispered.

She shrugged. She took a mirror out from a pouch at her waist, checked her reflection, and touched up the outline of her lips with a pencil.

"That's your problem now," she said as she stood up from the chair. "I sincerely wish you good luck in your new job. Write sometimes. And if you want, you can pay for my caffetino. I won't give a single point for this rubbish."

"I remember you used to like it, back when you couldn’t really afford it," I wanted to remind her, but I held my tongue. I sat with my head leaning over the countertop and wondered whether to start banging my head against it or just burst into tears like a small child.

***
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"Hello, Tomcat!" someone called from the back.

Wilder turned around. On the airport tarmac stood Elvis Greyfox, an experienced detective, his partner, mentor, and friend, known by colleagues as "Dakota." By the side of the older man was Salome Delaforrette, a rookie police officer who had been assigned to them as an intern a few months ago. They embraced warmly.

"We know how you were treated," Elvis said with compassion. "I want you to know that our entire precinct is going wild with anger. Striker is right not to show his face around here, because the guys would probably tear him apart.

"Tough luck," Wilder grumbled. Salome, nicknamed "Forest Nibble" by her colleagues on her first day of duty due to her short stature and as a play on her last name, was keeping her coal-black eyes glued to him, so he added bravely, "It happened. Tell everyone that I would do the same thing again in a heartbeat."

"Nobody doubts that, brother."

"It's nice of you to come to see me off."

Elvis smirked sarcastically.

"What see you off, Tomcat? We're flying with you."

Only now did the newly appointed captain notice that both of them had well-packed travel bags with them.

"What do you mean, you’re flying? What are you talking about, Dakota?"

Elvis shrugged.

"Normally. I don’t have any family or obligations, besides, as an intern, I’ve already been to Lunnar and I know what to expect there. And Sal said she’d love to have a big adventure. The Moon has fascinated her even before."

Clint suddenly felt something warm inside, and at the same time, the painful pressure around his heart that had been choking him for two days eased and melted away. He had been worried about this symptom. On the way between offices, he had even stopped by an automatic diagnostic station, but the results showed no signs of any pathology. This meant that the pain must be psychosomatic, and the sudden relief only confirmed that diagnosis.

"Listen, just because we’re friends doesn’t mean..." he started, but Elvis interrupted him immediately.

"Spare me. Yes, it does mean that. We're flying and that’s it. We both got official assignments, so you have no say anymore."

The speaker above them announced in a warm, feminine voice.

"Passengers of flight 402 are asked to proceed to gate number five and prepare travel documents."

They exchanged glances. Elvis leaned down and threw his bag over his shoulder.

"Let’s go," he said. "We don’t want to miss the flight."

Clint followed him, still dazed. Actually, it was understandable that Elvis made such a decision. The aging and somewhat bitter cop had treated Wilder like a son from the start, like family he never had. But Salome? Young, pretty, and sociable, why did it occur to her to bury herself in Lunnar? There was some mystery in that. He decided to postpone solving it for later. Everything indicated that he would have plenty of time for such distractions. After all, what could possibly happen in such a hole?

On board, he settled into the seat indicated by the flight attendant and shut his eyes. He just wanted to rid his mind of the remnants of nervousness, but unexpectedly, he fell asleep. He was only awakened by a shake on his shoulder.

"We're here, Tomcat. But you were snoring."

He jumped up from his seat.

"I'm sorry, I haven't slept for over a day."

"Can't blame you. But now come on, someone is probably waiting for us."

"And what if not?" Salome piped up. She stood next to Elvis with her bag slung over her shoulder and shifted from foot to foot. It seemed that only now was she beginning to realize what she had decided.

"In that case, we’ll order some transport. They surely have taxis here. Stop whining, Nibble." Elvis patted the younger colleague on the back and headed for the exit.

They were the last to leave the ferry. Outside, they were somewhat surprised by the sight of the airport, arranged just as modernly as the one they had departed from. They subconsciously expected greater primitiveness, after all, Lunnar still functioned in the collective consciousness as a mining colony and practically nothing more. The inhabitants of Earth seemed to know,"that the city is developed, but they still associated it with makeshift shacks for miners and slightly better buildings for administration. Snapshots from the Moon rarely appeared in the media. They were considered uninteresting, although – contrary to this attitude – spending a few days "on vacation" there was seen, due to the costs, as something to boast about, a kind of whim of wealthy snobs. Something like a very expensive camp in primitive conditions, where there are no conveniences of civilization. Soon this thinking was set to change, as Selenoport, a city of rest and recreation, was formally opened two weeks ago and was currently hosting the first group of thrill-seeking tourists.

After passing through customs, they were directed to the waiting area, where among all the signs held by the hands of residents' family and friends waiting for their arrival, they spotted the right one. It was being held by a tall, slender woman of mixed race with her hair styled in dreadlocks and the symbol C1 on her forehead. She was wearing a police uniform, adorned with a patch of a senior officer and a wide belt with many pockets, different from the one used on Earth.

"Captain Wilder?" she asked coolly and saluted upon receiving a positive response. "Senior Officer Kendra Maru. Welcome to Lunnar."

"Nice to meet you," Clint replied. "These are my officers, Lieutenant Elvis Greyfox and Officer Salome Delaforette."

"Please follow me to the service rover." Maru ignored the outstretched hand of the officer, turned on her heel, and moved ahead.

"Warm welcome," Greyfox muttered sarcastically. "Did you also get the impression that we are very welcome here?"

Salome smiled slightly.

"We'll have to win them over," she said quietly. "They can't love us on command. Let's understand them."

The senior officer looked at her with affection. Since this girl had been assigned to their squad, he had treated her like a daughter and that is why he was pleased that she had decided to move with them to the Moon. He lived under the impression, like almost all Earth residents, that nothing particularly dangerous or even interesting was happening there.

"You always try to explain everyone, Little One. They should train you to be a negotiator."

The service vehicle surprised them a lot. It looked heavy, almost awkward compared to Earth’s chasers, which were sleek and elegant. It also seemed to lack the remote-control circuits from headquarters, like those on Earth. Behind the control panel, glowing with LED lights, sat a muscular, dark-skinned man with cheerful eyes and a shaved head, clearly the driver. He bore the C3 symbol on his forehead, distorted by an old scar.

"Welcome, welcome, boss!" he exclaimed. "Which one of you is it?"

He represented a polar opposite type than Maru, who took a seat next to him. He radiated friendliness towards the whole world and a joy for life.

"Me. Clint Wilder. Welcome, uh...?" the captain stumbled slightly.

"Officer Paul Idalgo, reporting for duty. Driver, barista, gofer, and generally fetch, carry, clean up."

Wilder introduced his companions mechanically.

"Nice to meet you, Sergeant, Miss," the officer started the engine. "Put your bags in the trunk and please load yourselves inside. Go on, go on, you'll fit. Trainee, huh? Our Kendra is also training to be a detective. Actually, she only has the final exam left. Maybe you two will become friends?"

"Shut your mouth, idiot," Maru growled through her teeth. She did not seem thrilled at such a prospect. Salome wisely refrained from making any comments.

The rover started and entered a tunnel illuminated by directional lights, joining a line of similar vehicles. For a long moment, nothing was visible except flashing lights, gray walls with information boards, and silhouettes of cars, then they emerged onto a wide highway leading to the city. The newcomers pressed against the windows. The highway was covered by a tunnel made of reinforced aluglass panels. Mogli therefore, with some effort, perceive the moonlit landscape shimmering behind the transparent metal plates – a dead space known from images and reports. Once they crossed the actual borders of the city, the view changed. Lunnar seemed primarily cramped to the newcomers. The buildings were certainly denser than in any contemporary earthly city, and also much squatter. There was no mention of skyscrapers typical of large metropolises and regularly arranged squares in such a place, so that did not come as a surprise. What left an unpleasant impression, however, was something else. 

"How ugly and gloomy it is here," Salome finally whispered. 

Since the synthesis of "smart paints," which do not require refreshing, earthly homes – whether in large metropolises or in the smallest towns – have been painted in cheerful, vibrant colors. Sometimes uniformly, and sometimes in patterns, depending on the consensus of the residents. People felt better among bright, contrasting colors than in the once-dominant cold grayness. Lunnar, however, was maintained in exactly that tone: concrete, steel, and glass. 

"You'll get used to it, miss," Idalgo comforted her. "It's not that bad. Well, maybe at first. You just have to endure the first months, and then it will flow." 

"How long have you been here, officer?" the girl asked after a moment. 

"Just Paul, miss." 

She offered him her hand. 

"Salome." 

"Nice. And how long have I been here? Soon a quarter of a century will pass." 

"Seriously?" 

"Yes." 

"So how come...?" 

"Still an officer?" he finished. "I haven't always been a policeman. I started at the helium-3 processing plant. It still exists, and it was established before it turned out that it's not such a super element as once thought and its use is rather limited." 

"And didn't it tempt you to return to Earth?" 

"Sometimes, at first. You see, Salome... I don't have anyone there. No family, no friends, just acquaintances, people I just say 'hi' and 'goodbye' to. But here I've made buddies, real buddies for drinking and fighting, right in the first year. For example, my roommate, Ira Smythe. He was a foreman then, now he sits on the factory council. We formed a bond in the early months of our acquaintance and to this day we are best friends, even though I left production and joined the police, and he has been promoted high. I may not be as close with others, but we generally stick together." 

Maru's stony silence began to irritate Wilder. In contrast to Idalgo's cheerful, friendly chatter, it became not only strange but overtly hostile. On one hand, he understood this girl; on the other hand, the absurdity of her behavior was increasingly reaching him. He was not a usurper; he received a legal appointment. Not only did he not seek it, but it was actually a personal disaster for him. Did he really deserve such treatment, as if he had stolen something from someone? He felt like saying something unpleasant, but he held back. Instead, he asked in an official tone: 

"Officer Maru, what types of crimes are most often reported here?" 

The woman in the front seat slowly turned her head. 

"Minor offenses are a daily occurrence," she said in a dry voice. "Bigger thefts happen every few days. At least once a week there are fights, often involving serious bodily harm. From time to time, there are raids by miners on one of the districts inhabited by factory workers or vice versa, which looks dangerous and is against the law, but usually, there are no victims, at most minor injuries. It's a kind of local social sport. More serious crimes are usually related to corporate rivalries, but there may be homicides in the heat of passion or under the influence of new types of drugs." 

"Do you have a lot of them?" Elvis wondered. "Aren't they handling it excessively?" 

Maru shrugged. The rover turned and descended into the next tunnel, stretching beneath the city center, obedient to the enormous neon arrow reading "Detour." 

"Flight stations have nothing to do with this," she replied. "They operate with legal substances, tested and with assigned neutralizers. In Lunnar, there are laboratories developing new drugs and new narcotics, either created directly there or synthesized by the people working in them. They test them either on vagrants or on volunteers and distribute them illegally."

Wilder furrowed his brow.

"And you're not doing anything about it?" he asked.

The senior officer turned around even more and looked him straight in the eyes.

"How are we supposed to do that... captain? We lack personnel and legal capabilities. Lunnar is not Earth, you will see that. The Lunnar Company consists of seventeen mining corporations, five focused on processing, and ten manufacturing. Each of them has its own security, called industrial police, independent of us and their own internal regulations, approved by the court. These regulations differ significantly from each other, and we also have the criminal and civil code of Lunnar, which was not copied from Earth regulations. It was developed for the needs of a mining colony that was established in extremely hostile conditions, and it has never been changed. We must ensure compliance with A. The Law of Lunnar, B. The Laws of Earth and C. The internal codes of the corporations. Which sometimes is truly circus acrobatics." Maru visibly relaxed and thawed. "The main problem you will have to face is the lack of manpower. People with the appropriate qualifications prefer to join corporate police forces, where the work is safer and much better paid. Besides, you should know that miners do not get along with manufacturers, all the way from the lowest levels to the highest. Some dig holes under others and they are subject to a kind of omerta. When something happens, it is very difficult to find witnesses and get anything out of them."

"And how is the civil population's attitude toward the uniformed officers?"

"Like everywhere. They treat us like a necessary evil. Or even unnecessary."

The conversation, which was becoming increasingly friendly, was interrupted by a sound echoing through the tunnel. Idalgo slammed the brakes, and the other drivers did the same, almost at the same second. It was clear that they had been trained to respond immediately to alarm signals.

"What happened?" Salome shouted.

"I'll find out soon." Idalgo turned on the old-fashioned walkie-talkie. An irritated multi-voice burst from the speaker. It was the drivers’ demanding explanations and cursing the unexpected delay.

After a moment, one voice rose above all the others.

"This is the monitoring operator speaking. Please remain calm and do not leave your vehicles. A serious crime has occurred on branch CE5, the road is closed. Please prepare for a stop until the appropriate services arrive."

Idalgo looked questioningly at Kendra Maru, then glanced at the passengers.

"CE5 starts just a few meters from here."

Clint Wilder made a decision in a fraction of a second.

"We're getting out. We'll take a look at this. Are masks needed?"

"No," Kendra unlocked the rover's door. "The tunnels are ventilated. It smells a bit, but you can breathe normally."

"Damn, I don't have my new badge yet. It should be waiting for me at the station."

"That’s fine. I have mine, Paul does too, that's enough."

"Good. Grab your weapons." The captain checked his holster, which contained the latest model of the service pistol, the so-called dual gun: it fired both electric stun rounds and live ammunition.

They disembarked onto the roadway, ignoring the calls from the loudspeakers. Maru searched for the nearest camera and extended her hand with the badge towards it. The operator fell silent for a moment, then called out:

"Police on site! To everyone: do not interfere with the officers! I repeat: do not interfere..."

Bypassing the immobilized vehicles, they found a turnoff to branch CE5, which, if the signs were to be believed, led to one of the working-class districts. The damaged partition swayed on ripped fastenings.at a distance from the entrance in the corridor, one could see a truck tipped on its side and scattered packages with unknown contents. Clint drew his weapon from its holster and unlatched it, sliding the system switch to stun mode. The electric projectile, a type of battery that released a large impulse upon contact with the target, incapacitated anyone it hit in any part of the body. Wilder suspected that the mysterious assailant could not possibly be wearing armor against such projectiles, as civilians were not allowed to possess them, making stun weapons sufficient in this situation.

"Chief," Kendra addressed him for the first time in this way. "There were two explosions. One here, and the other in the main corridor, just further on."

"How do you know?" Wilder was surprised.

"I have absolute pitch. At first, I thought it was just an echo, but if that were the case, they wouldn’t have blocked off the entire route."

"Right. Hey, is anyone here?! Police, please come out!"

No one answered. They didn’t even hear a rustle that might indicate someone was trying to hide from their sight. There were no signs of blood on the ground or among the scattered packages that would suggest someone had fled.

Keeping his dual weapon ready, Wilder approached the overturned van and cautiously peered into the driver’s seat.

"Someone’s here!... though, actually, no. Oh crap..."

His companions, intrigued, also moved closer to the vehicle. Sitting rigidly in the driver's seat was a male figure – not a person, not even a robot, just a dummy. A male mannequin dressed in clothing and a cap pressed down on its forehead. A tangle of thin wires spiraled around the dashboard, connected to some device.

"What the hell?" Elvis huffed.

"Officer Maru, have you seen anything like this before?" Wilder turned to Kendra.

"Damn it, just call me by my first name," she snapped. "And no, I haven’t seen it. I have no idea what’s going on here."

"Don’t
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