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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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        Commander Anatol: Moon Unit Science Officer. Second in command of Moon Unit 6. Two different color eyes.

      

        

      
        Xina Astryd: Venusian. Beautiful. Winner of publicity contest for a ticket to Venus on Moon Unit 6. Seven feet tall.

      

        

      
        Bottol: Martian. Little. Green. Male. Communications crew. Ick.

      

        

      
        Zeke Champion: Son of spaceship repairman. Expert on hacking and space drone technology. Reliable in case of emergencies.

      

        

      
        Matrix Dusk: Space courier. Taught me Hapkido fighting style in exchange for repairs and modifications to space pod.

      

        

      
        Doc Edison: Head of Medi-Bay. Cranky. Low tolerance for secret missions.

      

        

      
        Ellison: son of attaché to Ambassador Reeves. Chaser of Pika. Thrower of ice cream. Causer of stains on soiled uniforms.

      

        

      
        George: attaché to Ambassador Reeves.

      

        

      
        John Lumiere: Officer, Independent Border Patrol.

        Assigned to Moon Unit 6 to enforce Federation Council rule. Overseeing the transport of precious cargo.

      

        

      
        Vaan Marshall: Youngest member of Federation Council. Still unsure if he can be trusted. Appears to be jealous of Neptune.

      

        

      
        Neptune: Head of security on Moon Unit Corporation. Muscular wall of taciturn authority. Inspires fear in others. Background: maybe better left unknown.

      

        

      
        Pika: pink Gremlon alien who has snuck on board the ship. Definite troublemaker. Possible friend. Proceed tentatively with trust.

      

        

      
        Cheung Qidd: Evil space pirate. Serving life sentence on Colony 13 for collusion with Jack Stryker.

      

        

      
        Ambassador Yesenia Reeves: Federation Council ambassador to Venus.

      

        

      
        Captain Katherine Ryder: Captain of Moon Unit 6. Plunian. Role model.

      

        

      
        Ofra Starr: Engineer of Moon Unit 6. Preference for glittery eyeshadow. Note: wears custom uniforms. Dry clean only. Do not shrink!

      

        

      
        Jack Stryker: The prisoner formerly known as “dad.” Currently serving life sentence in Federation Council jail.

      

        

      
        Sylvia Stryker: (inclusion in notes for future intel.) Space academy dropout. Half Plunian and half Human. Has photographic memory, lavender skin, and excellent problem-solving abilities. Grew up on dry ice farm. Hates space pirates. Difficulty breathing unregulated air without bubble helmet. Uniform lieutenant, second class. Apparently the only person in the Moon Unit Corporation with the sense to not blindly trust others.

      

        

      
        Synn: Venusian male. Half of the entertainment duo on Moon Unit 6.

      

        

      
        Shyrr: Venusian. Female. Half of the entertainment duo on Moon Unit 6.

      

        

      
        Daila Teron: Former uniform lieutenant. Current Yeoman. Direct responsibility for uniform ward (among other assignments).

      

        

      
        Vesta: daughter of a factory worker and a Venusian involved in a government-sanctioned cross-breeding experiment.

      

        

      
        TJ Woodward: personnel director for Moon Unit Corporation. Responsible for filling all jobs on ship.

      

        

      
        Nyota Zuni: hostess in the Space Bar (restaurant on board Moon Unit 6).

      

        

      
        Countless unnamed crew members and passengers have been omitted from this list when they were deemed inconsequential to the solving of this space case.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1: DEPARTURE POINT

          

        

      

    

    
      Moon Unit 6 was twice the size of the last spaceship the company had in rotation, and, thanks to the wonders of technology, half the weight. At least that’s what the promotional catalog claimed. The ship was docked by the boarding station where families of sweepstakes finalists were gathered. The sweepstakes was a publicity stunt intended to distract the tourist-traveling public from what had happened the last time a Moon Unit promised “the adventure of a lifetime.”

      A whole lot had changed for me on that trip, not the least of which was the destruction of my home planet, Plunia. So, while I understood why a lot of the crew who I’d met on my first Moon Unit mission chose to seek employment elsewhere, I had my own motivation for returning to the company. In short, I had nowhere else to go.

      “Stryker,” said a gruff voice behind me.

      I turned to face a wall of muscle dressed in a fitted black T-shirt and a pair of cargo pants. Only one division of the Moon Unit crew wasn’t required to wear regulation uniforms on the day of departure: security. But it didn’t take the memorization of the uniform regulations to recognize the man approaching me. He was Neptune, the head of the security division. “I wasn’t sure you’d be here,” he said.

      “C’mon, you know you already checked the crew manifests to see if they hired me back. Don’t lie on my account.”

      Neptune raised one eyebrow. It was his signature facial expression. During some of the worst circumstances I’d experienced in my life, the only reaction I’d gotten out of him was a raised eyebrow. “Don’t worry, you won’t have to bust me this time. I’m an official crew member. See?” I held up the plastic ID that hung from a lanyard around my neck. Sylvia Stryker, Uniform Lieutenant, 2nd class, Moon Unit 6.

      Neptune took my ID card between his fingers and read it. “You should have applied to work security. You’re overqualified for this assignment.” He dropped the plastic and it bounced against my chest.

      “The employee manual says security positions are only for graduates of the space academy.”

      “You were supposed to get your degree after Moon Unit 5 docked.”

      “I got distracted.”

      Neptune’s heavy, eyebrows pulled together over his intensely dark eyes, and he stared at me in a way that probably cracked a lot of criminals. It had a different effect on me. I mean, sure, my pulse picked up and I became aware of my breathing, but not because he made me feel guilty. Something about Neptune challenged me in a way I hadn’t been challenged before, and in the months after our last moon trek, I’d found my thoughts returning to the mystery behind the head of security.

      Moon Unit 6 had been designed with not one but two lounges from which passengers could literally stare off into space. Today, the crew had been encouraged to board early and assemble on Observation Deck One to watch the sweepstakes festivities. OB One was connected to the ship by a diagonal beam, allowing us to look down on the hopeful passengers from an overhead perspective. Because my Plunian respiratory system required air with a higher oxygen content than humans needed, I wore an air filtration helmet that regulated my intake until the ship passed the breakaway point into zero gravity. At that point, the ship maintained a proprietary blend of nitrogen and oxygen that accommodated the widest range of species. At least on this journey, I wouldn’t have to hide my genetic shortcomings. It was hard enough trying to blend in with purple skin.

      “Besides,” I said, “You’re the head of security. If you wanted me to work on your team, you could have contacted me to let me know.”

      Neptune gestured at the crowds awaiting the announcement. “Moon Unit Corporation kept me busy with this contest. There’s a personnel director on the staff. It was up to him to fill vacancies on the crew, not me.”

      “I met him the day I picked up my uniforms. TJ Woodward, right? Nice guy. A little too clean cut for my tastes, but he didn’t make a big deal about my background, so I figured he was okay.”

      “Your name was on the pre-approved list. Staff of Moon Unit 5 were automatic hires if you applied. After what we went through, it was the easiest way for the company to avoid a lawsuit.”

      “Who threatened to sue?”

      “The Martians.”

      Figured. From my very first run-in with the little green men, I hadn’t been a particularly big fan.

      “So, Stryker. Anything I need to know before we depart for Venus?” Neptune asked. “Secrets you plan to keep that will make my job more difficult?”

      “No secrets. My name is on the crew manifests. Legitimately this time. And like I told you, the biggest problem I plan to deal with is keeping the crew in clean uniforms. Maybe somebody will spill something and challenge me with a stain. Other than that, I’m just a girl looking for a free trip to Venus.”

      In terms of tourist destinations, Venus was an interesting choice. It was rumored that the planet’s atmosphere triggered amorous feelings in visitors and made it desirable for honeymoons, romantic getaways, and illicit affairs. And since Venus was already zoned for residential colonies and tourist activities, the atmosphere was clear enough for me to breathe.

      “No plans to do anything that will require me to lock you up?”

      “Nope. I’m going to be the best uniform lieutenant the new Moon Unit owners have ever seen. I passed the physical with flying colors, and I fit everything I need into one bag to minimize the weight print of the ship. If Yeoman D’Nar gives me even a hint of attitude, I’m going to wave my hiring papers in her face.”

      “Yeoman D’Nar isn’t on this trek. She left the company. You didn’t run your own background checks?”

      “No,” I said. “I thought I’d learn about my coworkers the regular way.”

      Our conversation was cut short when a spokesperson for Moon Unit Corporation took to the stage below the observation deck. Families crowded closer to viewing and listening stations to hear if their loved one was the winner of the I’m Your Venus Promotional Contest.

      “How do the announcers know the name they draw is cleared for the trip?” I asked, partially to myself.

      “Part of the application process. Each of the finalists signed waivers that said their likeness could be used in the media campaign surrounding the trip.”

      “What about background checks and physicals? Stuff like that? Moon Unit Corp has been promoting this contest for the past two months. We’re scheduled for departure today. How do they know nothing happened in that time to disqualify a person from being eligible?”

      “You’re overly suspicious,” Neptune said.

      “You’re security section. Aren’t you?”

      His arms were crossed over his chest, and his feet were shoulder-width apart. It was the Neptune stance. The effect was intentional intimidation and judging from the way non-crew members gave him a wide berth as they passed, it was effective. Just not on me. I’d developed a mental immunity to his tactics somewhere around the point when he risked his position to protect me. I had so many questions about his actions, but I hadn’t asked them, and now, after what I’d learned about him during our break, I didn’t know if those questions were better left ignored.

      And while my brain had questions about Neptune’s motivations, my vital signs had an agenda of their own. Whenever I thought about him for any length of time, my purple coloring intensified. Right now, standing next to him for the first time since we’d parted after the last trip, I was thankful for the long sleeves of my uniform.

      “There’s a list of finalists in the main computer,” Neptune said. “I’ve been monitoring each of them for the past thirty days. Daily routine, job, health, colleagues, financial status. The system pings when one of them so much as puts on an unusually colored pair of socks. Moon Unit Corp wasn’t going to take any chances on who they let on board this ship.”

      “But it’s supposed to be random, right? There’s a giant fiberglass ball on the stage next to the spokesperson. She’s going to spin the ball and then pull a name and announce it in front of all these people. Random.”

      He leaned closer. My bubble helmet kept me from detecting his scent or feeling his breath on my ear, but I flushed anyway. I pulled my sleeves down over my hands to hide the glow. “That’s what they want you to think,” he said. He pulled away and raised his eyebrow again.

      It made sense that the company would have some sort of control over their passengers, but I hadn’t expected them to fool the general public of our galaxy with something of this magnitude. Once upon a time people may have signed up for a sweepstakes and not thought about the trade-off of their personal information, but after Earth became so overpopulated that earthlings had moved onto other planets, and galaxies that had gone largely undiscovered became fair game for developers, everything changed. Now everybody was looking to make a buck. For some, all it took was a decent bribe and a knowledge of back channels to find out what they wanted to know.

      That, I knew firsthand.

      My skills with computers and electronics had been my main source of income since the moon trek three months ago. Despite my claims of being on the up and up for the trip to Venus, I’d engaged in more than one illegal act since the last time he’d seen me. A girl’s gotta make a living. Even a Plunian.

      The general noise level from the dock rose, and chutes released pressurized steam into the sky around the platform. Giant light filters had been angled around the stage, and the steam took on shades of bright yellow, citrine, and chartreuse. For about seventeen seconds, everybody looked Martian. And then, a name was projected onto the wall behind the stage: Xina Astryd. A tall woman with shimmery skin that appeared to glow from within strolled toward the stage. Her luminous hair caught the tones of the filters and lit up like filaments. Her deliberate pace didn’t fit the excitement of the event or the surroundings, and others in the crowd bent their heads together and whispered as she passed them.

      “Is she the winner?” I asked. “She doesn’t look particularly happy.”

      “Xina Astryd. Venusian. Notoriously reserved. Left Venus to pursue a career in the entertainment industry on Colony 7.”

      “I thought Colony 7 was mostly Gremlons.”

      “Mostly, but not exclusively.”

      I wanted Neptune to keep talking, but his focus had shifted from our casual conversation to the platform below. Xina had a regal quality about her, not exactly hurt by the fact that she was seven feet tall—a full head and shoulders above everyone else. Venusians averaged taller height than most aliens in the galaxy, especially the women. Their planet was a decadent vacation spot enjoyed by those with money to burn, and since my home planet had been populated with ice miners and potato farmers, I’d never had the wherewithal to go. Even before space pirates had destroyed it, we’d mostly stayed where we were.

      A light on the interior of the observation deck blinked yellow. It was a reminder to general crew to head to our positions for takeoff. I pointed to the lights. “Time to get to our stations. Are you coming?”

      If Neptune answered, I didn’t hear him. All noise in the observation deck was drowned out by an explosion on the docking deck below.
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      Of the twenty or so Moon Unit crew members who had crowded around the windows of Observation Deck One, all but two dropped to the floor at the sound of the explosion. Those two were Neptune and me. Neptune took off for the stairs with me right behind him. It wasn’t until after we reached the exit that I realized it was his job to make sure the crowds were safe. Mine was to make sure they were dressed in the appropriately recognized garments. And even after remembering that, I didn’t stop myself from trying to help. It was a man in an unfamiliar white uniform who stopped me instead.

      The man at the ship exit had brown skin and bright green eyes. His white hat covered his head and buckled under his chin, keeping his hair color a mystery. I could identify any of the crew members according to their uniform, but this man’s wasn’t one of ours. It had black fabric lining the collar, cuffs and trim down the front. A white patch with “IBP” was stitched onto the left side. There was no point trying to argue my way past this him. He was with the Independent Border Patrol.

      I’d heard rumors that Moon Unit Corp had contracted with an independent company to clear passengers on the ship, but until this moment hadn’t known the rumors were true.

      “Lieutenant,” he said. “You can’t leave.”

      “But there’s a security situation on the docking platform,” I said. “People are in danger.”

      “You’re security?” He glanced at my uniform—magenta with silver trim. Far removed from the utilitarian look of the black security section outfit Neptune wore.

      “No, I’m the uniform lieutenant. There was an explosion, and the head of security might need help with the crowds. My background is in security.”

      His eyes swept me again, this time taking in my bubble helmet and lavender skin. “Stryker, right?”

      “Right. Lieutenant Sylvia Stryker.”

      “Officer Lumiere.”

      I pointed to the patch on his jacket. “I heard a rumor about IBP. Moon Unit Corporation isn’t taking any chances this time, are they?”

      “New ownership. Aside from the name ‘Moon Unit,’ everything is different.”

      “Not everything. The alarm codes and the uniforms and the Space Bar⁠—”

      Lumiere cut me off. “You were on Moon Unit 5, weren’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “Then you understand how important it is that Moon Unit 6 runs like clockwork. Trust me when I say there are eyes everywhere.” He pointed to the docking platform. “No one is in danger. That explosion was simply a canister of citron atoms fired into the atmosphere to celebrate the contest and send off the ship.”

      “But it sounded like an explosion. And the head of security acted like it was an explosion.”

      “The festivities were planned by the entertainment purser. He tested everything he could while maintaining the surprise. The only thing he couldn’t test was the sound level.”

      I looked at the horizontal beams of light that created a barrier by the ship entrance and exit. Neptune had charged past the threshold before the beams had activated and now stood on the other side. Despite the explanation by Lumiere, I was shaken by the seriousness of Neptune’s expression. If everything the border patrol agent said was true, then Neptune would have known about the explosion ahead of time, and that it represented no threat. He was the kind of guy who acted first and explained later. It was the most important skill of a good security guard, more than anything that could be taught in a lecture hall or tested for on an entrance exam, and despite the skeletons I’d discovered in Neptune’s closet, heroics were in his genes.

      I moved to the window for a better view of the stage. While Neptune looked at the crowd from their level, I watched from above like the eye in the sky. Xina had slowly made her way to the left of the stage where Neptune stood. He held out his hand, and she took it and stepped down gracefully until they were on the same level. She was taller than he was, but his muscular build helped maintain his air of authority. He dropped her hand and guided her off the stage.

      The air was green. Exploding citron capsules can do that. A sparkly luster coated everyone below. Holographic images were projected at spots around the exterior, and the iridescent light particles that hadn’t attached to the crowd floated like the halo effect of an asteroid field with electrostatic properties. It was beautiful.

      A young boy ran through the crowd, leaving a trail of sparkly chartreuse space dust circling in his wake. He chased what appeared to be a small pink critter—cat or dog or—oh, no. That wasn’t a critter. That was Pika, a playful Gremlon who had stowed away on the previous moon trek. And while I knew the pink alien girl held no threat other than possible distraction, I also knew there was no way a Gremlon who’d hitchhiked from Colony 7 to the space station and hid onboard the ill-fated Moon Unit 5 would produce the proper credentials to get past Independent Border Patrol.

      Like most Gremlons, Pika was a barrel of fun. But the entertainment company that had bought the company had planned out the onboard entertainment, and there’d been no mention of her.

      I watched as Pika scampered between viewing stations and vanished. The boy who chased her stopped short, dropped down to his hands and knees and peeked between fixtures, legs, and luggage for her. A man in a blue space jumpsuit picked the boy up by his collar and set him on his feet. While the man shook his finger in the boy’s face, I scanned the ground for Neptune or Pika. I’d lost track of both.

      Officer Lumiere left his position guarding the door and came over to me. “Lieutenant Stryker,” he said, “Personnel is requested to take their stations.”

      “Why would you know that, and I wouldn’t?”

      He pointed up. “Announcement over the speakers. Between the noise on the platform and your helmet, you didn’t hear.”

      “Do what the border patrol agent says,” said Neptune’s voice. He was nowhere near me, which made the verbal communication all the more startling.

      I’d been waiting for Neptune to use the communication device that had been part of my orientation and gear packet. I recognized the equipment for what it was and didn’t know it wasn’t standard for all crew members. My friend, Zeke Champion, who I’d spent the past couple of months hanging out with, hacked into the channel, only to discover nobody else was on the network. It was only then that I suspected it was black ops issue. And there was only one person I knew who was both Moon Unit employed and had access to black ops equipment.

      I’d tried to contact Neptune using the device but received the error message, “out of range.” Removing it required a medical procedure and I doubted Neptune would have appreciated the breach in security. Zeke, I could trust. And just to be sure, I paid him off.

      But if there’d been any question about whether Neptune planned on using the comm to communicate, the question was now answered. I clenched my teeth together and balled up my fists. Just hearing his voice invading the personal space of my bubble helmet told me he planned to keep me under his thumb.

      I made a show of releasing the clamps on my helmet and pulling it off. “Thank you,” I said to Lumiere. “I’ll be more attentive in the future.”

      He nodded once. I headed to the staff entrance. When I was certain no one was paying attention to me, I activated the comm device again. “I thought this thing was for emergencies?”

      “It’s a comm device. It’s for communication.”

      “How come you waited until now to test it?”

      “It doesn’t need testing.”

      “But you never used it before.”

      “It only works up to a certain distance. I activated it when you came on board.”

      Lucky me. “Why are you giving me orders? I don’t report to you.”

      “I’m surveilling the IBP agent, and I don’t want to give him any reasons to act on his own.”

      “The whole point of the Independent Border Patrol is that they’re independent. Why are you surveilling him?” I got out of line and stood to the side, waving fellow crew members past.

      “It’s rumored that Moon Unit 6 is carrying precious cargo.”

      “In addition to the passengers? What?”

      “Classified.”

      I lowered my voice. “That’s an easy way of saying you don’t trust me.”

      “Over and out.”

      “Well, that’s just great,” I said. Neptune didn’t respond.

      Moon Units were cruise ships, and the new owners were calling the shots. That meant a lean crew to pilot and navigate the ship and a robust staff to attend to the needs of our paying passengers. Entertainment director, food and beverage staff, certified aestheticians and masseurs at the Celestial Spa, manager of the Space Bar, Ion 54, and Cafeteria 15, where our gourmet chef prepared meals using the fifteen rare earth elements in the Lanthanide series to spice up otherwise bland space food.

      The metallic earth elements hadn’t been considered for ingestion until a scientist discovered the shavings boosted immunity to trace (and toxic) metals found in common foods. Having grown up on a farming planet, I’d been relatively safe from metal poisoning and hadn’t had a reason to sample the Lanthanide series, but I’d discovered a particular affinity for the yttrium burger. The side effects were similar to a booster shot of iron, which was only affordable to the wealthier residents of the galaxy.

      I went to the end of a small line of crew waiting to pass through the transition chamber. In front of me stood a large, black man with silver eyeshadow, burgundy lip gloss, and expertly contoured cheeks. His hair was shorn close to his scalp and a thin side-part had been shaved into it.

      “Do not tell me they plan to bombard my custom uniform with chemicals,” he said. He waved his hand back and forth in front of his face as if something smelled. I considered pulling my helmet back on.

      “They won’t,” I said. “The sanitizing chambers eliminated 99.99999 percent of all allergens from space, and anybody already on the ship passed through the deionization chamber before reaching OB One.”

      The man turned. “How do you know that?”

      “It was on the publicity material.” I smiled. “I wanted to know everything about the ship that I could.”

      “Ofra Starr,” the man said. He smiled, revealing teeth that had been embedded with diamond chips. He held out his hand, fingertips pointed down. I shook them as best as I could. “I’m the engineer. What’s your assignment?”

      “Uniform ward.”

      Ofra’s smile vanished. “I trust you spent as much time learning about the proper care of fabrics as you did about the ship? My uniforms were tailored by artisans.”

      “I’m an expert on all things uniform,” I said with confidence.

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” he said.

      We passed through the transition chamber and stepped onto the ship. Ofra went one direction and I went the other. I was more interested in the oxygenated air inside. The sooner I could shed the oxygen canister strapped to my waist, the sooner my uniform would be a little less snug. I turned right at the intersection of Sector 7 and Sector 8 and, in about a hundred feet, entered the uniform ward.

      My employment history with Moon Unit Corporation was colored by the lies I’d told to get a job. I knew I was qualified to work on a spaceship. I’d almost graduated from the space academy—I would have graduated from the space academy—if my dad hadn’t been arrested for colluding with space pirates and I had to drop out. But I was smart, and just because I wasn’t being tested or graded on my knowledge anymore didn’t mean I wasn’t going to keep learning.

      I logged my arrival time and initial findings into the daily log. Then I put my bubble helmet and oxygen canister on the top shelf of the inventory closet. Just as I was about to commence with the daily tally of uniforms, the doors swished open and a sweetly attractive, pale woman with features similar to my own entered. I’d never met her face to face, but I’d know her anywhere. She was Daila Teron, the crew member whose credentials I’d sabotaged to fake my way on the last trip.

      Cue my first problem.
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