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      Shuttle Two from the Fair Seas corvette docked in hanger bay 104 at the South Entrance to Luna City, or the City of Domes as some textbooks called it. The Sanderson District was named after General Sanderson, a crusty old army engineer who designed the dome system used to build Luna’s first settlements. This was one of the oldest districts on Luna domes.

      Jules Whitlock and her assistant Simon Bolivar exited the shuttle together. Simon, a young man in his late twenties, lugged his large duffle bag and Jules’ smaller bag onto the dock. She didn’t plan on staying long and packed light. Like all newbies, he over packed.

      Simon glanced around, taking in the sights. This was his first trip to Luna, his first journey into space. Jules watched him with some amusement as he moved through the various stages of awe and reality. The stages started with marvelous new sights, then surprise as his eyes grew wide, then a slight smile as he realized he had arrived in an exotic new place. That didn’t last long because the smell of stale air, metal, and body odor hit like a slap in the face. A momentary frown marred Simon’s face.

      Ordinary poverty might be the most surprising shock. The images earth saw of Luna came directly from the feed of the affluent areas. She had chosen not to arrive in one of the affluent areas. She wanted him to see the ordinary and the underbelly. The places they would be investigating.

      Luna and space travel sounded like an exotic adventure. Giving him time to adjust was her philosophy. Eventually, he’d realize that the exotic could, in the blink of an eye, turn into a death trap.

      They’d entered Luna through the oldest dock that was nothing to write home about. Except for the lack of nature and fresh air this could have been some rundown, underground rapid transit station on earth. Metal flooring, metal walls and roof were painted with graffiti that represented years of art slowly changing with the time. The powers that be had stopped trying to clean the decor years ago.

      She had first ventured into space twenty-five years ago. She still remembered her first experience. The smell of metal, stale air, and body odor brought it all back. Even after having experiences living in a dome, she found that now it took a time to adjust. She instantly missed the freshness of the breathable atmosphere.

      Simon frowned, as he stepped into the final stage of realization. Disappointment. She knew this would be the first in a long series of disappointments. In the days ahead, he’d have to let go of his visions of the exotic and allow his mind to slowly adjust to reality.

      Captain Quinn waited on the shuttle. He was her former partner using his real name. Back in the day, he’d been called Silver. He left earth with blond hair, came to Luna, and a month later his hair had turned into a grey-silver color. The doctors couldn’t figure out why. He got a nickname from the change.

      He’d disembark a few minutes after Jules and Simon entered the Sanderson District. Because Jules was semi-famous, she’d be noticed. Quinn preferred not to be seen or noted. He would slip out of the shuttle and take a quick survey of the area. He liked to get a feel for the current state of affairs in a new place. He’d contact her for a meetup so they could compare notes.

      The feeling of suffocation she got when they disembarked had slowly faded. She took deep breaths and felt the adjustment taking place. Of course the deep breaths accented the metal aroma. That too would pass.

      The newer parts of Luna had better air circulation, and better filters than the older districts, and more stable gravity. She knew that in a couple of days she’d get used to the odor and the heaviness of the air. That didn’t help at the moment.

      “Gods it stinks,” Simon said. “And it’s hard to breathe.”

      She glanced. “You’ll get used to it. In a couple of days you won’t notice a thing. You’re lucky. When I was younger, we had to wear magnetized boots, mag boots.” She chuckled, bouncing had been fun. “Now, all the districts, even this one, have stable gravity.”

      Glancing around like a tourist, he said, “Yeah, I’ve read all about it.”

      “Have you read about the pickpockets who prey on newbies who stare at everything like awestruck children?”

      “Oh,” he whispered.

      “Stop staring.” Jules grinned as he closed his mouth and looked straight ahead. “Be alert.”

      He nodded and pointed straight ahead.

      A young woman, maybe in her mid twenties, stood by the metal gate that led to customs and security. She held a sign that said Jules Whitlock. Several shuttles had landed in this area. The woman was scanning the crowd. She had her blond hair tied back. She wore the blue uniform of the Luna police. Jules had hoped the police chief wouldn’t send anyone.

      She glanced up at Simon.

      “That’s Pia Zaffer,” he said.

      Jules nodded. “You sure about her?”

      “Positive.”

      Jules, Simon, and Quinn had studied all the police reports related to the recent murders. The officer who seemed to be the most precise and detailed was Pia Zaffer. Chief of Police Wilson added notes that her work was inferior and exaggerated. Jules was suspicious of Wilson’s evaluation. He liked a certain kind of officer working for him. That didn’t include an intelligent, perceptive female or male for that matter. He had a particular dislike of females.

      Having studied Milton Roscoe’s previous killing, Jules knew that this young officer had the most potential candidate for their team. Simon had a gift for reading people and profiling them. He’d immediately seen Officer Zaffer’s qualifications.

      As more people disembarked, the noise from the metal floor grew louder. You could spot the locals, who wore soft soled footwear. The preferred shoes and boots used some kind of synthetic rubbery product on the soles. Glancing down, she noticed Simon wore soft soled shoes. Well, his research helped in one area at least.

      Jules was on Luna to help solve four murders. Sixteen years ago, there was a killer on Luna. At first, the murders seemed as if a serial killer was on the loose, which was how the police were treating the their investigation.

      Back then Alexander Morris had been Secretary of Luna’s Defense Department. The police worked under Alexander Morris. When the murders continued, and the police weren’t any closer to solving the case, Morris hired Jules and her team to take over the case.

      They called themselves the Inter Solar Private Detective Agency. It had been a joke, which of course infuriated bureaucrats like Morris. The Inter Solar Defense Department sued them to get the name changed. They lost the case because the name clearly stated they were private investigators, and they’d been working under that name long before the government began using the Inter Solar System name.

      Her team was well known and good at their jobs. At that point in time, they were respected more than the police. By the time Jules took over, there had been fifteen deaths on Luna, plus several on two of the space stations between Luna and Mars.

      When Morris hired them, he pissed off the local police and the mayor. Chief of Police Ron Wilson had been a rookie cop back then and not very good at his job. She was certain he wasn’t pleased that she was on the case. He probably sent Pia Zaffer, believing Jules would reject her help. He probably didn’t realize Zaffer was the person they’d decided to commandeer for their team.

      As they approached the woman, she straightened as if standing at attention.

      “Jules Whitlock?”

      “Guilty. This is Simon,” Jules said.

      Pia held out her hand. Jules shook and Simon did the same. The woman was nervous.

      “So, you drew the short straw?” Jules asked.

      “No ma’am. I volunteered.”

      Simon cleared his throat. “To pick us or to be part of our team?”

      She stared at Simon, her brown eyes fixed on him before she looked toward Jules to answer.

      “I’m supposed to pick you up, take you to your hotel rooms. The chief wouldn’t put me on your team.”

      “Why not?” Jules smiled and didn’t wait for a response. “Lead the way. We’ll talk as we walk.”

      “Yes, of course. I’ve already checked you through customs,” Pia pointed toward the docks exit and started walking.

      “Why wouldn’t the Chief put you on our team?” Jules asked again.

      “I’m the lowest member of the Sanderson Police Department. I don’t get the best jobs.”

      “So this is one of the best jobs?” Jules asked.

      She nodded. “Yes, I’ve read everything that’s available about you and your team. If anyone can catch this killer, it’s you.”

      Simon stepped forward to catch up to Jules and Pia. “So, you're the newest member of the force?”

      “No, I’ve been here five years. No promotions.”

      “Why—”

      “Save your questions for later,” Jules said, cutting Simon off.

      They’d move into the Sanderson District proper. The flooring had changed to tile, very old and dirty tiles. She knew from her time here before that the floors were made from a lunar material that was very durable when mixed with common sand and a water compound. One of the early scientists had accidentally created the material. Other districts used the same material for floors and walls. If kept up, it retained its luster and created a cushioned flooring. The wealthier districts maintained their floors. Here, like everything else, the flooring was neglected.

      As they walked in silence, Pia suddenly stopped.

      “Why did you . . .? I mean have I said something wrong.”

      “No, you have not. But Simon was about to ask you why you haven’t been promoted. I didn’t want to put you in a position to be forced to say something negative about your superiors. I know Chief Wilson from my earlier time here. I’ll explain things to Simon. We’ve already decided that we want you on our team. Are you willing to do that?”

      Pia glanced up at Simon, who smiled his crooked half smile.

      “If you’re serious, yes, of course I do.”

      “You need to understand something. I am always serious.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Pia said. “I mean, yes.” She nodded toward the building on their right. “The hotel is right here.”

      She stopped in front of a hotel that looked like a flophouse.

      The buildings in his district all connected and were all built of various kinds of metals. In the business areas all the buildings were about the same size, creating a uniformed appearance. The businesses decorated or didn’t decorate the exteriors. This hotel had no windows, plain metal walls covered in graffiti. Blue neon lights spelled Hotel Blue over the door.

      Simon sat the bags down and stared at the building. “Um. This⁠—”

      “Exactly,” Jules said. “This won’t do. Where do you live?”

      Pia straightened. “I live near the edge of the Sanderson district, a few blocks into the Crammer District.”

      “Is there a good hotel near your place?”

      “Yes, but Chief Wilson won’t pay for an upgrade.”

      Jules chuckled. “First thing you need to know, the Chief isn’t paying for anything. He dislikes me. He’s putting me here because he thinks he can. Simon is going to accompany you to the motel near your home. Simon, if it’s okay, get a suite with three bedrooms, or a suite with two bedrooms and an extra room. We’ll need work space, maybe a little kitchen.”

      Simon nodded.

      “Check for bugs. Contact Alexander Morris and tell him I want a conference call with him in two hours. Text me the location. I’ll meet you there.”

      Simon nodded again.

      “Pia, I need two things from you. First, your promise not to tell anyone, including Chief Wilson the details of our investigation. If anyone wants a report, you send them to me.”

      She didn’t hesitate. “I promise.”

      “How good is your word?”

      “You can trust me,” she said.

      Simon watched her as she spoke. When Jules glanced at him, he nodded.

      “Second, you must report everything to me or Simon. I mean everything. There are going to be people who will try to pump you for information. I want you to report their names, what they wanted, and any other information you think I need to know. Third, if I ask you for your opinion, you have to give it to me. I want direct, unfiltered responses. Don’t hold back because you think I won’t like your opinion. I may not like or take your opinion, but I want it. You’re not an asset if you try to please me or anticipate what kind of response I want. Can you agree to all these terms?”

      “I agree. Can I ask a question?”

      Jules nodded.

      “How can you invite me onto your team without an interview or background check? Do you always make snap decisions?”

      “That was two questions. We have
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