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1. Moon case
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The Moon, Earth’s satellite. 

The South Pole, Antoniadi Crater.

A bulky machine for collecting Helium-3 was churning up the lunar soil. It was dark; the headlights illuminated the path ahead. “Why didn’t they make these things autonomous?” Abigail muttered to herself. “On the other hand, if they weren’t operated by humans, then no one would need people like me, and I wouldn’t have gotten a second chance,” she continued her inner monologue. A dim yellowish light glowed in the driver’s cabin, gently illuminating everything inside, making it easier to navigate without hindering the view outside. She sat in an autonomous spacesuit, strapped into the seat of the harvester machine. So far, everything was fine; she had about seven minutes left in her shift when suddenly a loud, shrill, intermittent sound rang out. A red indicator began flashing on the control panel, and the display read: “Waste filter blocked.” “Damn, the waste filter is clogged again,” Abigail thought to herself. “I’ll have to go outside.”

It was very cold outside; the spacesuit and the warm clothes underneath didn’t provide much comfort. She switched on the emergency lighting mode and reluctantly exited the driver’s cabin. She felt that she would never get used to this feeling-being alone, in the middle of the lunar surface, stars overhead, and almost no atmosphere. As Abigail pondered all this, she made her way to the filter cover. It seemed absurd to her that with such new and advanced technology, there was still a need for manual filter cleaning when something went wrong-and things went wrong quite often.

Opening the cover, the woman froze for a moment in bewilderment; she couldn’t understand how a human hand could have ended up in the filter of a Helium-3 collection machine. Then, involuntarily, she screamed. “I just need to report this to the shift supervisor, that’s all,” she tried to calm herself.
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Earth.


[image: ]


The sky was covered with heavy clouds, and a steady rain was falling. A young woman stood by the window, placing her hand so that her entire palm was perpendicular to the glass, blocking the light from the room, which prevented her from watching the falling raindrops in the darkness. Her boss was saying something to her, most likely trying to have a conversation. From the expression on her face, it was clear she had no desire to participate.

“Detective Wade, why aren’t you listening to me?” he asked sharply.

“Jennifer,” his words finally reached her.

“I understand everything, I...”

“Jennifer, you slandered the congressman, you didn’t have any evidence against him. What were you even thinking?”

“There was evidence; it was stolen from the evidence vault,” she said, sitting down on the Police Captain’s sofa and throwing her head back.

“You worked alone, without a partner. At least then there would have been some witness to your theory.”

“You know perfectly well I prefer to work alone. Besides, a partner’s words aren’t evidence, and they’re not a witness, and they won’t help in court.”

“The congressman has it in for us, not just you. You’re now on probation, and you have a new case, a very delicate one. This time, you’ll have to work with a new partner.”

“I’ll try,” she nodded, sitting up straight and adjusting her dark, straight hair that fell just below her shoulders. The captain stood in front of her, looking down at her.

“A mission on the Moon,” he said quietly, his expression slightly guilty.

“I didn’t sign up for space service, I’m leaving.”

“If you leave, I won’t be able to protect you. The congressman will put you behind bars and make sure you don’t get out. Don’t pretend you don’t understand how things work.” He raised his voice, as if he were literally picturing what he’d just said. The captain walked over to the window and began to peer at the raindrops.

Jennifer got up from the sofa and started pacing back and forth, trying to figure out what to do.

“And who is my new partner?”

“That’s classified,” he said quietly, coming over to Jennifer.

She looked at him, unable to believe that someone like the captain-strong in body and spirit-was obeying some congressman.

“I have no choice,” she said quietly, and the anger in her sky-blue eyes was replaced by sadness. She realized that no one is the master of their own fate-not that she hadn’t understood this before, but it was here and now that she truly realized it, and there was no more “maybe if you try harder, everything will definitely work out.”

She had only two hours to pack. “Take warm clothes,” spun in her head as she sorted through her wardrobe, rummaging as if she couldn’t see what she was holding. Distraction overtook her. It was fear-she was afraid to leave Earth.

Somehow, she managed to pack her suitcase, and a car was already waiting for her at the entrance to the building. Her small apartment was on the twelfth floor, very bright and cozy, and she didn’t want to leave it. Jennifer glanced around the living room: “I’ll be back soon, just one more case,” she told herself, and walked out, rolling her suitcase behind her.
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[image: ]


The whole journey felt like a fog. She sat there, not responding to the command to "unfasten your seatbelts." There were only two passengers in the space shuttle cabin: herself and a young, large man who looked like a mercenary, with a shaved head. He was her partner, and he had been silent the entire trip, ignoring her presence. But now, he politely informed her that it was safe to unfasten her seatbelt and remove her helmet.

Jennifer knew that sedatives were mixed with the oxygen during flight. She didn’t like it, but now, thanks to their effect, she could barely think about how much she disliked someone else controlling her cognitive abilities.

The detective gazed out the porthole, sitting motionless with her mouth slightly open, unable to look away: in the distance, she could see the high rim of a crater, and in front of it, what looked like a ridge of small mountains. The space shuttle stood in the shadows, while far away the Sun illuminated the gray lunar surface, giving it a lively hue.

“How beautiful,” she barely whispered to herself.

“I assume this is your first trip off-world,” the other passenger commented as he took off his spacesuit.

“I really hope it’s my last, except for the return to Earth, of course,” she replied cynically.

The pilot’s compartment door opened. A man of average height appeared, wearing a bluish spacesuit just like the passengers’, but with a patch on the right side of his chest and epaulets. He leaned against the doorframe.

“We’ve arrived. An armored rover will pick you up and take you to the station. Spacesuits aren’t required,” he announced.

“So we’ll be riding in a rover, across the open lunar surface, without spacesuits? And if something damages the rover’s seal, nobody cares?” she said indignantly, apparently the sedative’s effect had finally worn off.

“I can neither confirm nor deny that,” the pilot replied, equally annoyed.

“Of course, it’s not your fault, sorry. You’re just as much a hostage to circumstances as everyone else here,” Jennifer said nervously, removing her suit. Her hands wouldn’t obey her; every movement was clumsy.

“I wouldn’t worry so much. There’s always risk, everywhere, and a homicide detective should know that,” her new partner replied.

“Maybe that’s true,” Jennifer agreed, giving him an appraising look.

They drove across the lunar surface in the rover. The portholes were very small, making it hard to see anything.

“Do you know anything about the case
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