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      "a fun sci-fi setting with plucky enjoyable characters"

      - BookLife Prize

      

      “I haven’t been this entertained by a book in so long. This is just what I needed in a cozy”

      - Frootbatte, Goodreads

      

      “a fast read, but even so, I was turning pages as quickly as I could to figure everything out.”

      - Carstairs Considers Book Blog

      

      “I’ve never read a cozy mystery set in space and I’ve had my eye on this series since it came out....I inhaled the book in less than 48 hours. I can’t wait to see where in the galaxy Sylvia’s adventures take her next!”

      - A Cozy Experience

      

      “This novel has me thinking Star Wars, Star Trek and all things Sci Fi. While I do not like Sci Fi books, I do enjoy the movies and I do enjoy Murder on a Moon Trek. Diane has another hit series. Cannot wait for book 2.”

      - Nate, On the Lamb Book Blog

      

      “It’s as if Star Trek married a cozy...very well done! Read and enjoy!”

      - Sharyn, Goodreads

      

      “Be prepared for much folding, refolding and stacking and sewing in between figuring out the culprit. Also a pink girl gremlin stowaway. She’s sweet. This is a light crime story with a difference and I am all in favour of crossing genre boundaries.”

      - Clare, Goodreads

      

      “What a wild and wacky ride!”

      - Barb, Goodreads

      

      “Plenty of danger, a particularly quirky and mischievous alien, plus a hint of romance old and new give this cozy mystery everything it needs to get into orbit and stay there!”

      - Cheryl, Goodreads

      

      “Fabulous adventure cover to cover. Loved the main character and her spunk. Actually, all the main characters were unique and had their own voice. The plot moved at a steady pace and the end was solid. Highly recommend this book if you are looking for an out of this world adventure. I can’t wait to read more.”

      - Larissa, Goodreads

      

      “I can’t recommend this book enough to readers of any age or sex. It is a murder mystery. It is a spy story. It is a futuristic science fiction story. This is where Diane Vallere shines-giving you the unexpected and yet exactly what you didn’t even know you wanted. A galaxy of stars to the author!”

      - Barbara, Goodreads

      

      “What an exciting and captivating book! I loved this space cozy! I’m not normally much of an ‘outer space reader’ but I am super glad I made an exception for this book!”

      - Nadine, Goodreads

      

      “It was the ultimate confluence of two of my reading obsessions....cozies and sci-fi reminiscent of the Doctor Who novels I consume like oxygen. Love the characters, the story, the layers. Already can’t wait for the next one!! Read it! You won’t regret it!!!”

      - Aighmi, Goodreads

      

      “Diane Vallere has dared to go where no author has gone before in the cozy mystery genre with the first book in her new series….[she] has a wonderfully wacky sense of humor that is evident in all her books, and this is no exception.”

      - Autumn, Goodreads

      

      “I know the blurb calls Murder on a Moon Trek a mystery, but it is more a sci fi adventure, as well as being more serious than fluffy.”

      - Dr. Susan, Goodreads

      

      “I do enjoy watching Star Wars, Star Trek, old Battlestar Galactica, Buck Rogers and Flash Gordon, I had never embraced reading much of it..... I couldn’t stop reading, and had this devoured in a day, and am eager for more. My sci-fi, Trek book reading husband just asked to read it, and I happily handed my e-reader over. Here’s to more Sylvia Stryker mysteries to come!”

      - Shawna, Goodreads

      

      “I loved how Vallere combined science fiction, mystery, drama, and humor making this book very enjoyable and hard to put down.”

      - Susan, Goodreads

      

      “I gave it a try simply because the author was Diane Vallere….I’m so glad I did….Just as you would expect, this is a totally FUN murder mystery that doesn’t disappoint!”

      - Judy, Goodreads
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            OPERATION TIME’S UP

          

          CASE NOTES FROM LT. SYLVIA STRYKER:

        

      

    

    
      In my duties as undercover security officer for the Moon Unit Corporation, it is my responsibility to write up case files and record the identities of everyone who played a role in the episode. This case has proven to be too difficult to record. Multiple personages existed (or didn’t) at any one time (or not at all) in one (or many) locations. Many variables changed throughout this mission and, after several minutes of logical thought (and a little hair-pulling), I have concluded that this mission is unable to be categorized. Should any research parties come into possession of these case notes, please read the following accounting of what happened written to the best of my recollection. Maybe then you’ll understand.

      Stryker out.
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            1: INTERGALACTIC POSITIONING SYSTEM

          

        

      

    

    
      “We have a problem,” Neptune said.

      “Just one?” I asked. My morning had been spent repairing the intake valve on the Moon Unit’s air conditioning unit and trying, unsuccessfully, to reboot the Intergalactic Positioning System. We were somewhere between the docking station and Earth’s moon. This was a test drive of the new Moon Unit designs, sent on a mock journey designed to identify and work out the kinks before we took on paying passengers. There had been some trouble with Moon Unit Cruises in the past, and this was management’s way of minimizing bad press if something went wrong this time. On paper, the trip was a straight shot, and I was more concerned about what would happen if the AC crapped out than the possibility of criminal activity amongst the skeletal crew.

      “There’s an asteroid headed to Earth,” Neptune continued. “Trajectory has it hitting the planet and knocking it off its axis in the next sixteen hours.”

      “I studied Earth at the Space Academy. Asteroids have landed there before, and there’s never been any long-term damage.”

      “This time is different.” He turned his back to me and keyed a command into my computer. We were standing in the uniform ward, which is where I was officially assigned to work. Neither the crew nor the passengers on the Moon Unit knew I doubled as an undercover security agent between laundering and folding uniforms, and that worked out just fine for me. On my first few moon treks, my work on the side hadn’t been sanctioned, and this way was a lot more secure.

      Moon Units were cruise ships that delivered on the promise of vacation getaways on various moons in the galaxy. Our home base was on a space station between two of the thirteen colonies that made up the galaxy. When the company first started out, each Moon Unit had a number, but somewhere after the eighth iteration, MU-Corp settled on a mass-produced design and offered franchise opportunities to the masses. Now, there were any number of ships flying around from the docking station to moons and back, and I was but one of their employees. There’d been some talk about pulling the original crew members from flights to handle new employee orientation, but no one had contacted me about it.

      Though that might have something to do with my unsanctioned activities in the past.

      Neptune was a behemoth of a man, a solid wall of muscle and sex appeal wrapped up in black tech gear from head to toe. I had a similar outfit but had to wear a crew uniform to keep the passengers from learning about my double life.

      Neptune typed a command into the computer, and a three-dimensional image appeared in the air between us. It rendered the solar system that included Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars. Using hand motions, he zoomed in on the image and blew up the portion that showed Earth. Our destination, Earth’s moon, was visible, as was a small white spaceship with the Moon Unit logo on the side. Trailing us but headed the same general direction was an irregularly shaped mass that looked not unlike a broken piece of a frozen Mars Bar. It turned over itself as it moved, slowly inching toward the blue marble.

      “What’s that?” I asked, pointing at the object. My finger got too close to the 3D rendering, and the image blinked, as if on the fritz. I pulled my finger away, and the fritz dissolved into a ripple that spread outward toward the edge. “Sorry. I’m still getting used to this thing.”

      “That’s the asteroid.”

      “It’s bigger than Mercury!”

      “That’s the problem.”

      “Where did it come from?”

      He pointed to the edge of the rendering. “Current flight path indicates it came from the Kuiper Belt.”

      “You live outside the Kuiper Belt. Have you ever seen an asteroid that size?”

      “No.”

      “Doesn’t that make you curious? About where it really came from? Who set it in motion? If it’s a freak of nature or a nefarious plot to take out Earth? Maybe Earth wasn’t even the destination. Maybe it was sent to take out your ranch.”

      “When did you add conspiracy theorist to your resume?”

      I turned my back to him, exasperated, and threw my hands up in the air. “I don’t believe this,” I said then turned back and put my hands on my hips. “If there’s ever a time for conspiracy theories, it’s when a giant asteroid is on its way to take out a planet.”

      We stood there in a face-off: me with hands balled into fists that rested on my hips, Neptune with his beefy arms crossed over his broad chest. We’d found ourselves in this stance before, but even worse, the sketch artist who’d been employed by the Moon Unit Corporation to capture spontaneous moments on each Moon Trek had found us in this position, too, and our likeness hung next to the vending machines in the employee lounge. I would have made a stink about it, but considering the other position Neptune and I sometimes found ourselves in, I considered it a good thing the sketch artist didn’t have access to our crew quarters.

      For all of the times we’d found ourselves at an impasse, I’d never once experienced Neptune giving in, but I knew one day I would wear him down. For starters, I was half his size, which meant I had twice the energy. I had exactly zero scientific data to back that up, but simply believing it got me up most mornings.

      “So there’s an asteroid of unknown origin headed toward the third planet from the sun,” I summarized. “I agree with you. That is a problem. What do you propose?”

      “An emergency ship is going to rendezvous with the Moon Unit at Zulu Twenty. I’m going to board that ship.”

      I glanced at my space watch. “That’s in less than an hour!”

      He continued as if I hadn’t interrupted him. “If I can get into position, I can hitch onto the end of the asteroid before it slingshots around Venus. The increased weight tacked onto the asteroid should change its course.”

      “Who’s flying the emergency ship here?”

      “It’s a self-driving vehicle.”

      “I can’t believe you trust that technology.” I jabbed my finger at the 3D rendering again, this time not caring that with every jab, the image distorted then returned. “You’d have better odds warning Earth and involving their military.”

      “Can’t. Earth’s moon is a military-free zone. That was the only way these vacation packages could be green-lit. If they dispatch Space Force, they’ll be in violation of a dozen regulations. If anybody finds out they deployed, there will be accusations, and just filing the paperwork to contest those accusations will bankrupt the planet.”

      Time hadn’t been kind to planet Earth. First, people blamed it on the population. More people meant more need for resources, and initially, that meant new industries. But when space travel became viable, the wealthiest residents packed up and moved to a newer, shinier planet, taking with them the capital that funded those industries. Most of the planets had been retrofitted with domes and energy grids to allow residential development, and there’s nothing the wealthy like more than a chance to get in on the ground floor of a new real estate development. So while living quarters popped up on Mercury, Venus, Mars, and Jupiter, Earth, the OG of home bases, was left to scramble for a new identity.

      It took a long time for Earth to recover from the change to their population makeup, and the history books described it as a dark stain on the planet’s history. Eventually, they rebuilt, depending heavily on trades passed down through generations. New leaders accepted that they could no longer ignore the siren call of the solar system to their aspirational residents, and they licensed off the moon as their most valuable asset to keep hungry developers from attempting to buy it outright. Moon Unit Corporation was the leader in the space cruise sector, and it was rumored that a late-night meeting between our CEO and Earth’s representative had resulted in a handshake deal that gave us exclusive rights to the planet’s only natural satellite. A lot of people felt MU Corp had taken advantage of Earth, but thanks to my ability to hack into the dark web and access the content of redacted documents, I knew the deal had single-handedly kept the planet from becoming the property of the highest bidder. After fighting space pirates and corrupt government officials, it felt good to know I was on the team of the good guys.

      Neptune studied me. We’d been working together for a few years now. Our first meeting had been less than auspicious. He assumed I was guilty of murder and tossed me in the spaceship clink. It wasn’t until later, after I thwarted a plan to sabotage the spaceship we were on and catch the real murderer, that he acknowledged my usefulness. It took a little bit longer to convince him to train me in spaceship security, though we’d both agreed that my official position as uniform manager was a valuable cover for clandestine operations.

      The last big case we’d solved, we’d come at from separate angles. Neptune had been arrested for a crime he didn’t commit—I always wondered if that made him feel any guilt about what he’d done to me, but I had yet to broach the subject—and I’d scoured the dark web for months trying to design a mission to bust him out. But as was usually the case, a simple jailbreak turned into a production that had repercussions felt around the whole galaxy. Since then, a few things had changed.

      Federation Council, the reigning body that governed the thirteen colonies, had found itself in dire need of restructuring. Unchecked terrorist acts from space pirates had kept the council from seeing corruption within its own ranks, and the tradition of one-and-done elections for councilperson positions had been called into question. A new, radical group of movers and shakers didn’t accept the rules as they’d been laid out centuries ago, and as more and more alien life forms got displaced from their habitats, thanks to violence, each of the thirteen colonies became more assorted. Even Colony Thirteen, where prisoners were sent to serve out their sentences, had become a mix of rehabilitated criminals who had nowhere else to go when their time was up.

      In more personal matters, Neptune and I acknowledged that there might be more to our synergy than an employer/employee relationship, but choosing a relationship over work wasn’t in either of our cards. I’d spent my life dreaming of space travel from Plunia, the planet where I’d grown up, and Neptune had fought in multiple wars defending the galaxy. We worked well together. Being half-Plunian helped, as it quickly smacked down any possible emotional attachments that my human half inconveniently reared.

      I couldn’t speak for Neptune, but I thought it was better this way.

      The Moon Unit corporation had given him a promotion and made me Employee of the Month, so I was pretty sure they agreed.

      “The emergency pod has an override code,” Neptune said as if no time had passed. “If anything goes wrong with the autopilot, I can turn off the system and drive it manually. The Moon Trek is on target to circle Earth’s moon in three days. That gives me plenty of time to head off the asteroid and return.”

      “And if all doesn’t go as planned?”

      “It’s your job to see that it does.”

      Already, I didn’t like the sound of this. “I already have a job. I have two! What if I don’t have time to rescue you too?”

      “I’ll float around the galaxy for infinity.”

      “You think I won’t let that happen, but it might be nice to get a break in my workload for a while.”

      “I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about the moon landing. You’ll need to oversee it.”

      Oh, right, fine. The rescue mission wasn’t about him. It never was. Except that one time when it was. Neptune didn’t like to talk about that.

      “The bridge has the coordinates for the moon landing,” Neptune said. “The captain and the first officers are monitoring the journey. There is a clear path from here to the moon, and the space travel controllers have confirmed a cease in space traffic for the duration of our trip.”

      “It’s amazing what a little tourist money can buy.”

      Neptune stifled a smile at my cynicism. Ever since Earth officials discovered how much money they could make by converting the moon to a vacation destination and renting out packages to various cruise ships in the galaxy, trips to the moon had been added to our regular rotation. It was among the less expensive getaways one could take on a Moon Unit, and the company found it worthwhile to maintain an entry-level experience to get potential repeat customers into its marketing funnel.

      “So,” I said, returning to the matter at hand, “if the ship is on autopilot and the first officers have everything under control, what’s there for me to do? Aside from my uniform management responsibilities.”

      “You’re off uniforms while I’m gone. I need you suited up in your security rig in case I need to communicate with you.”

      “If I’m going to maintain my cover, I can’t just abandon the uniform ward.”

      “Get Pika to handle it. She’s managed before, hasn’t she?”

      I rolled my eyes. Pika was a playful pink Gremlon with an undiagnosed attention deficit disorder and an unchecked attraction to anything that sparkled. Relying on Pika would have consequences, though it was difficult to predict what they would be.

      “What if something goes wrong? How will I reach you?”

      “You won’t. For the twenty-three hours I’m gone, it’s up to you to handle whatever comes your way.”
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      It wasn’t like I didn’t know I could handle it. I would have graduated at the top of my class at Space Academy if not for some nasty business involving my father. I’d continued my education with Neptune as my teacher, which meant I probably learned more than what was on the academy lesson plan. Even before I knew about the dangers in the universe, I spent my spare time on the dry-ice farm, taking apart and reassembling computers, radios, toasters, and more. I loved knowing how things worked. I loved knowing that when they were broken, I could fix them. I loved being really, really good at something. I sometimes wondered if that was how the humans on Earth felt. After a tumultuous history, their ability to rebuild had been the most resilient aspect of their species.

      I’d always thought my tinkering tendencies came from my dad, but my mom was the Earthling. Maybe all those years when I helped her out after he was arrested, I’d been blind to her contribution to the farm.

      Neptune turned around and hit a large blue button on my computer console. The three-dimensional rendering of the solar system we were traveling through zapped into a dot then vanished. He turned back to me. “Get your ward in order and change into Tech Gear. I’m going to monitor the AV from the security deck. Contact me over the comms once you’ve changed. I want to test them before I leave.”

      Neptune had never been a man of many words, and I’d mostly accepted that. I’d also accepted that he continually underestimated my abilities. I pushed the sleeve of my crew uniform up and exposed a skin of formfitting black tech fabric. “I’m already in tech gear. I wear it under my uniform so I can be ready at a moment’s notice.”

      “How does that not make you hot? You’re already hotter than the rest of the crew.”

      It wasn’t intended as a compliment. Neptune was right. As a part Plunian, my internal body temp ran about twenty degrees hotter than those of both Earthlings and Martians, who made up the majority of the players on the ship. My biology also came with a need for pure oxygen, which required me to strap an oxygen container to my thigh and run a tube to my helmet or to travel with oxygen tablets that I popped like bonbons. A chemist on Phobos planet had developed fizzy tablets that released oxygen when submerged in water, and I had used my last paycheck to buy out his supply. I could have made good money selling them on the side, but more than once I’d been sidelined by the chemical composition of the air most people breathed, and despite my somewhat-opportunistic nature, I wasn’t willing to give up my stash for a quick profit.

      I pushed my sleeve farther up my arm and revealed a patch of circuitry. “I tweaked the control panel with a temperature-regulating chip that lowers the suit temp to seventy degrees. The extra insulation from my crew uniform keeps it the perfect temperature. I’ll make you one for your birthday if you tell me when it is.”

      Neptune cursed.

      “Okay, don’t tell me. I’ll probably still make you one because it’s very handy. After I work out the kinks, I was thinking of selling the patent to the uniform supplier.”

      “What kinks?”

      “Nothing major. The energetic tax on the circuit depletes the battery three percent faster than usual. I’m going to add a solar panel, which should solve the problem.”

      Neptune grabbed my wrist and held it in one hand. He put his other hand on my elbow. I stumbled forward—since he seemed to forget that my arm was connected to my body—and I bumped into him. The contact would not have normally been entirely unpleasant, as Neptune was a foot taller than I was and a solid mass of muscle, but right now, his muscles were tense, and I felt as if I’d just walked into an upright Tempur-Pedic mattress.

      “Ow!” I exclaimed. “What’s the deal?”

      “These uniforms aren’t meant to be tampered with,” he said. “Any changes to the main circuit board run the risk of interfering with the suit’s capabilities. You know that.”

      “Right, and I also know I’ve never met anything with a circuit that can’t be improved upon.” I yanked back my arm and pulled my sleeve back down. “You’re just jealous that you didn’t think of it first.”

      After another classic Sylvia/Neptune face-off, he turned and left. The doors to the uniform ward swished open with his approach then closed behind him. Would it have killed him to compliment my entrepreneurial spirit? I turned away and jabbed the blue button on the computer. The 3D rendering reappeared. I balled up my fist and punched directly in the center of the holographic solar system. The image fritzed.

      I heard the doors swish open, and I turned. Neptune stood in the hallway. His eyes went past me to the distorted image of the planets. I quickly punched the button, and the image minimized. Neptune shifted his attention to me.

      “Good work on your uniform. When I get back, we’ll talk about retrofitting mine too.” He stepped backward, and the doors swished shut.

      Sometimes, it was like he could read my mind.

      I’d been in the middle of laundering uniforms when Neptune arrived to deliver his news, and I finished the task before asking Pika to join me. As I placed the last of the fresh uniforms in the supply closet, I heard a faint tap on the outside of the ward door. I closed the cabinet and approached the entrance. The doors swished open, and Pika stood in the hallway.

      “Why didn’t you come in?” I asked.

      “The doors are broken.”

      I stepped into the hallway and moved us back. The doors swished closed. I stepped closer, and the doors swished open. I stepped backward, and the doors swished closed. I repeated the routine twice more, putting me in mind of a nineteenth-century dance I’d once seen in a movie. “The doors work just fine,” I said.

      Pika stepped forward. The doors didn’t open. She moved from side to side. The doors didn’t open. She waved her hands around and did a few jumping jacks. The doors didn’t open. She turned to me. “See? They’re broken.”

      I stepped forward, and the doors opened. I stepped back, leaving Pika where she was, and the doors closed.

      “They must have recalibrated the weight sensors. Come with me.”

      I triggered the doors to open and pulled Pika inside. She stood in the center of the room while I found a cross-body pouch designed to hold a communicator. I removed two pouches from storage and scanned the interior for something to use to weigh them down.

      Pika spotted a stack of colorful sugar granules, and her eyes widened. She reached out for them, and I swatted her hand away. “They’re not for eating.” I poured the sugar into two smaller plastic bags and sealed them then stuffed one into each of the cross-body bags. After I draped them over each of Pika’s narrow shoulders, she looked like a thin pink bandito. “Try the door now.”

      She turned away from me and approached the door. It swished open. She stepped back, and it swished shut. “It works it works it works!” she exclaimed. “You can fix anything,” she said wistfully. “The giant should let you be in charge for a while.”

      When Pika was excited, she repeated things three times. When she was scared, she shrank. Weighing her down had worked for now, but if anything made her feel threatened, there was a chance she’d be out of luck.

      “Speaking of the giant, let’s talk for a moment.” I led her to the bench on the far side of the room and sat. She zipped across the room in a blur of pale pink and was already on the bench before my tush contacted with the seat. Her eyes were round orbs, taking up more than half of her face. She could smell adventure, or she could if she had a nose.

      “What what what?”

      I scratched at a sudden itch on my arm. It was under the circuit panel embedded in the tech gear I’d just shown off to Neptune, and as much as I loved Pika, I didn’t trust her with the knowledge that I secretly worked for security sector or that I had military-spec gear under my standard regulation uniform. I also knew the circuit had several glowing filaments, which could easily distract Pika, and right now, I needed her to pay attention to me.

      “The giant is going on a short trip. He asked me to stand in for him while he’s gone, so I need you to stand in for me here. Can you do that?”

      “Sure sure sure!”

      “I mean it, Pika. The uniforms are all clean now, so you shouldn’t have to run the laundering machine or the fabric sanitizer, but you may have to interact with a member of the crew if someone needs a fresh uniform.” Pika’s head bobbed up and down in an enthusiastic show of understanding her responsibilities. “And sometimes a passenger will need something. They may get a spot on their clothes or need a repair. Do you remember how to do that?”

      Her head bobbed again, this time more slowly. Her shoulders shrank by about fifteen percent. I put my hand on her hands. They were wide and pink and slightly webbed, like rubber gloves that had been inflated. I felt her cool body temperature under my palm. “You’ll be fine. Neptune’s only going to be gone for twenty-three hours, and if you need anything, I’ll most likely be two levels below you in security sector.”

      “Okay okay okay.”

      “And when Neptune gets back, I’ll give you a giant bag of sugar.”

      “Okay okay okay!”

      My arm itched again. This time I put my opposite hand on top of the itchy spot and gripped tightly. Few things were more difficult than resisting an itch, and I squirmed while I fought off the impulse. Pika thought I was doing a celebratory dance from the bench and mimicked me, squirming too. To anyone watching the security feed, we probably looked a bit odd. Good thing the only person to watch that feed was me—or Neptune.

      Sometimes, it really sucked to have your every movement monitored.

      Back when Neptune was serving time in prison, I thought I might never see him again. That was a big deal to someone whose whole planet was disintegrated at the hands of space pirates. Plunians might have been extinct if not for those of us who had left the planet for job opportunities. Neptune wasn’t Plunian, but in a way, he was more like me than anyone I’d ever met. He understood the need to police the galaxy without trusting those who were in charge. He lived by an internal code that was often at odds with rules and regulations, but he never acted without good reason. He put the needs of the galaxy before his own, spending much of his life on a ranch on the Kuiper Belt, where everybody left him alone. Almost everybody. My current nomadic condition often put me in his spare bedroom, though I wouldn’t go so far as to say I lived there.

      I felt a little guilty over the relief I felt at knowing that while Neptune was handling the asteroid situation, I’d be autonomous. I could come and go as I pleased. I could stay up late and sleep in later. I could eat Plunian potatoes for dinner and ice cream for breakfast, and he’d never know. He would only be gone for twenty-three hours, but I planned to take advantage of all of them,

      “Stryker,” said Neptune’s voice in my headset.

      “What?” I asked. Pika froze, all signs of squirming gone. “Not you,” I said. She started squirming again.

      “Are you okay? Your vitals are all over the place.”

      “I’m great. I’m with Pika. Her enthusiasm is contagious.”

      “Right,” he said. “Don’t get any ideas about breaking routine while I’m gone. The computer in security sector requires confirmation three times every twenty-four hours in uneven intervals. If you don’t respond to the prompts, it’ll initiate a countdown sequence that notifies the bridge and Moon Unit Central simultaneously. A false alarm might cost us both our jobs.”

      “That’s a little elaborate, don’t you think?”

      “It’s designed as a fail-safe in case something happens to the ship that we can’t control. Everything below deck has been designed for Moon Unit safety.”

      “Working for the security crew used to mean patrolling the ship and keeping an eye out for unexpected threats, not keying a passcode into a computer to satisfy random prompts.”

      “Moon Unit Corp doubled down on security measures once it installed the autopilot program. You’ll be fine. Just man the desk and enter the passcode when you’re prompted.”

      “‘Man’ the desk? What is this, the twentieth century? That’s a sexist term. You better watch your language when we get to Earth’s moon.”

      Neptune made a dismissive sound that was a little like a bull gearing up to charge. “Assume your temporary station on the security level within the hour. Confirm the password when prompted. Handle any emergencies as you see fit. We’ll debrief when I’m back.”

      “You’re really leaving me in charge of the ship?”

      “You can handle it,” he said. While I filled with all the warm fuzzies that come from your mentor indicating confidence in you, he added, “It’s only twenty-three hours, Stryker. Even Pika could handle that.”
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