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

      

      “Sylvia finds the body in the second sentence; that’s how quickly the story starts. There’s a lot going on here that keeps our interest the entire way through the book, with several twists and complications before we reach a logical climax. The book is 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. It is pure genius and entertaining from start to finish. I can’t wait to read more adventures about this purple skinned half-earthling and half-Plunian woman who has no end to her abilities. It has something for every reader that will be of interest. 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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        Beryn: Communication director. Martian. Little. Green. Male.

      

        

      
        Cat: Performs various computer functions in addition to acting like a cat.

      

        

      
        Zeke Champion: Son of space ship repairman. Expert on hacking and space drone technology.

      

        

      
        Doc Edison: Head of Medi-Bay.

      

        

      
        Vaan Marshall: Youngest member of Federation Council. Plunian. Choice of career over relationship indicates questionable priorities. Proceed with caution.

      

        

      
        Neptune: Head of security on Moon Unit 5. Large, intimidating dude yet oddly magnetic. Prior to this mission had poor taste in women. Background: classified and unhackable. Darn!

      

        

      
        Pika: pink Gremlon alien who has snuck on board the ship. Possible troublemaker. Possible friend. Possible bad combination.

      

        

      
        Purser Frank: In charge of passenger-facing activities.

      

        

      
        Space Pirates: Bad dudes who do bad things.

      

        

      
        Jack Stryker: Currently serving life sentence in Federation Council prison. Otherwise known as “dad.”

      

        

      
        Sylvia Stryker: Space academy dropout. Half Plunian and half Human. Has lavender skin. Grew up on dry ice farm. Difficulty breathing unregulated air without bubble helmet. Acting uniform lieutenant aboard Moon Unit 5. Overqualified.

      

        

      
        Daila Teron: Original uniform lieutenant. Replaced days before departure due to illness and skilled hacking of current uniform lieutenant.

      

        

      
        Dakar Teron: Second navigator. Victim. Wearing red shirt when found.

      

        

      
        Uma Tolst: Entertainment Director aboard Moon Unit 5. Manages The Space Bar and Ion-54.

      

        

      
        Yeoman D’Nar: Wears pearly blue lipstick and nail polish. Oversees the uniform ward. Unreliable in an emergency.

      

        

      
        Thaddeus Swift: Captain of Moon Unit 5. Old friend of Neptune. Not expected to return for future moon units.
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      When Moon Unit 5 kicked off its inaugural trip from my home planet of Plunia, I expected the uniform closet to be stuffed to capacity. I just hadn’t expected it to be stuffed with a body. But here we were, light years from the space station where we’d departed, and instead of a closet of freshly laundered uniforms, I had a dead man. No matter how thoroughly I'd planned for today, I never could have planned for this.

      Maybe he wasn’t dead. Maybe he was tired. Maybe he’d had a late night partying before today’s departure and crawled into my uniform closet to take a nap.

      As unlikely as that explanation was, I wasn’t yet willing to accept the more probable reality. I knelt next to him and checked for a pulse on the side of his neck. His skin was cold to the touch, which was either due to his not-alive state or the twenty-degree difference between earthling temperatures (his) and Plunian temperatures (mine). In this case, it was both. No pulse, no breathing. A Code Blue.

      Moon Unit Corporation ran a fleet of cruise spaceships whose mission was to provide relaxing getaways to one of our galaxy’s moons. Ever since I’d learned they were reopening after years of inactivity, I’d fantasized about working for them. The fact that I’d hacked my records into their system was a minor technicality. My job was to manage the uniforms during the moon trek, and as long as I did my job and avoided ship security, my fantasy would become a reality. But this was bigger than managing uniforms. Regardless of the risks to me, I had to contact the bridge.

      I could send a general message over the staff communication network. I stepped away from the pile of spilled uniforms and shifted to the computer that sat above the console in the middle of the room. It was standard issue, a flat black folio with colorful buttons and a low-definition screen. Only the top members of the ship and paying passengers were given high-def equipment. For the rest of us, it was the bare minimum, Moon Unit Corporation’s way of making sure distractions didn’t surround us. To the right side of the computer was a clear plastic dome that protected a shiny red button that, despite learning about during emergency protocol training, I’d hoped never to have to use.

      This was a button message.

      I flipped the dome up and pressed the button. “Uniform Ward to the bridge. Lieutenant Sylvia Stryker reporting. There’s a situation in my ward.”

      “What kind of situation?” asked a female voice. It sounded like my immediate supervisor, Yeoman D’Nar. There was no official reason for her to be on the bridge during departure, but senior officers of the ship were given an open invitation to witness the launch with Captain Swift. D’Nar was exactly the type to insert herself where she wasn’t wanted.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s a Code Blue.” Pretty sure? I was completely sure. There was no doubt I was looking at a Code Blue.

      “Don’t be reckless. A Code Blue is serious. I think you made a mistake.”

      I bristled at her accusation but kept my voice in check. “It’s not a mistake. I memorized the codes last night.”

      “I don’t think you have a Code Blue. Check the BOP and report in as applicable.”

      The BOP—Book of Protocols—was a 237-page manual that outlined the proper method for handling everything from hydrating vacuum-packed meals to subordination expectations between low-level officers and high-ranking ones. Every ship in the galaxy had a BOP. Crew members were expected to know the rules and regulations of the ship, but the BOP existed as a backup when something unexpected happened.

      I picked up a small hand mirror from the nearby uniform alterations station and held it in front of the officer’s mouth. No condensation.

      Code Blue, alright.

      I hadn’t been lying about having memorized the list of codes from the BOP. I’d bought a used copy of an old Book of Protocols from the black market and studied it from cover to cover. No doubt it was outdated. The Moon Units 1-3 had had their share of trouble, and the problems with the Moon Unit 4 were still classified, but I had to start somewhere.

      I flipped through the pages of the Moon Unit 5 BOP, looking for an updated list of warning codes. Because my knowledge had come from the old BOP, I’d created a finding tool: a cross-reference of everything in the old manual and where to find it in the new one. I’d also had a copy of the BOP made and organized it the way I would if I were in charge of ship security.

      Someday, I would be. When people stopped judging me by what my dad had done before they arrested him and took him away.

      But today wasn’t someday, and even though the bridge blew off my call, I still had a problem that had nothing to do with uniform management.

      I studied the deceased officer. Who was he? A quick assessment of his uniform indicated his position and rank: red shirt, two bands circling his cuff, standard issue black pants, and gravity boots. Second navigation officer of Moon Unit 5.

      There were no visible wounds to indicate how he’d died. He wasn’t wearing an air purification helmet like I was, so I disconnected my inhalation tube from the oxygen tank under my uniform, held the tube in front of his mouth, and sniffed. Cherries and menthol. I reconnected the tube and then put my hand under his chin and opened his mouth wide. His tongue had a stripe of bright red down the middle like he’d been sucking on a throat lozenge. It was common practice among crew members during takeoff because frequent swallowing kept ears from plugging up.

      “What are you doing?” said a voice behind me. I turned my head and bumped my protective fiberglass bubble helmet on the closet door. My helmet bounced off the surface. I blinked a few times and then looked up.

      Uh-oh.

      Even if I’d been face to face with the man in the uniform ward, he would have towered over me. He had a bald head and dark, pointed eyebrows that shielded dark eyes. Long, straight nose and lips that were drawn in a line and turned down on the sides. His arms crossed in front of his body, and his biceps bulged below the hem of the short sleeves of his dark blue jumpsuit.

      My mind flashed over a series of facts and images I’d memorized before my official first day, and I reached one conclusion. This man was from the maintenance crew. My know-it-all boss must have told him I called in the wrong code and sent him here to clean up whatever mess I’d caused.

      “I’m Sylvia Stryker. I spoke with Yeoman D’Nar about a Code Blue. Did she send you?”

      He looked over my shoulder at the body. “Move,” he said.

      I stood quickly. The action triggered a bout of vertigo. I put my hand on my counter just behind where I’d left the open Book of Protocols. Yikes! If this guy saw that I’d torn apart and rearranged the protocol manual, he’d report me to ship security without a second thought. I moved a few inches to the left and turned around to block his view of the counter.

      “They must have notified you. You’re with maintenance, right?”

      His expression didn’t change. “I haven’t heard anything about a Code Blue.”

      “Oh.” I looked over my shoulder to where I’d moved the body. “Maybe the bridge was busy with takeoff.”

      Unlike my uniform, the muscular man’s didn’t have the Moon Unit insignia—a silver number 5 surrounded by circles on their axis like the rings around Saturn, all contained in an orange patch edged in black thread. It was the same insignia on my ID card and woven into the carpet in the employee lounge and on the cover of the BOP and every single uniform in the inventory closet. But it wasn’t on him.

      Still, the deceased officer deserved to be in a more honorable location than the inventory closet and I needed help moving him. But since there was the tiniest chance that ship security would uncover the fact that I hadn’t indeed been hired through proper channels and might be viewed as a stowaway on board the ship, I’d planned to lay low until we’d cleared the breakaway point in our moon trek. Maybe Yeoman D’Nar’s lack of urgency was a blessing in disguise.

      “He’s dead,” I said.

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. He was inside the uniform closet when I got here. I checked for a pulse but couldn’t find it.”

      “You need to notify the bridge.”

      “Well, duh,” I said. “I probably know the ship protocols better than you do. I contacted the bridge and told Yeoman D’Nar I had a Code Blue, but she didn’t believe me.” I looked at the body over the large man’s shoulder. “Can you help me move him? I have to prep for departure, and I can’t do that while he’s blocking my inventory.”

      The man’s back was to me, but he turned his head to the side so I could see his profile. His eyebrow raised again. He slipped his arms under the officer’s neck and knees and then stood up and lifted him like he was lifting a bag of potatoes. Plunia was filled with potato farms, and when I wasn’t working in the ice mines with my mom, I’d often played in the potato fields. I was pretty sure Plunian potatoes weighed a lot less than the second nav officer.

      The maintenance man set the body on the reclining bench alongside the inside wall of the uniform ward. He draped a dressing gown over him, covering his face and red shirt. The dressing gown was only so long, though, so the officer’s bottom half still showed.

      “Your ward is off limits,” the maintenance man said.

      “No!” I said. “I mean, this is my job on the ship. I expect today to be slow because everybody is probably wearing their best uniform, but still, if I don’t open the uniform ward, the crew will ask questions.”

      “Do you have something to hide?” he asked.

      I crossed my arms over my magenta uniform. “You ask a lot of questions for a janitor.”

      He seemed surprised, and then his lips pressed together, and the corners of his mouth turned up. “Why do you think I’m the janitor?”

      “I don’t recognize your uniform, and I know all the different ones on the ship. The only people on the ship wearing uniforms that don’t come from my ward are the janitorial crew.”

      The cabin doors swished open and a man in gray walked in. “Neptune, Captain Swift is waiting for you in engineering. He says the crack isn’t sealed.”

      “Neptune?” I asked. I looked back and forth between the new guy and the one who’d been asking all the questions. “I thought Neptune was the head of Moon Unit security division?”

      “I am,” the original man said.

      Oh, no. I’d heard about Neptune. He was the one person I’d been hoping to avoid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2: THE MEDICAL CREW

          

        

      

    

    
      My lavender skin flushed hot, and I felt like my whole body was on fire. Until the ship’s air pressure had stabilized, I needed to wear my helmet. Air must have leaked into it when I’d hit it on the closet, and now my equilibrium was completely off.

      Why would someone so high up in the company be here on the ship? I wanted to remind Mr. Neptune that the captain needed him in the engineering quadrant, but considering the precarious nature of my presence on the ship in the first place, I chose to keep my mouth shut and play it cool. Nobody said anything else for an uncomfortable couple of seconds.

      “Where’s the uniform lieutenant?” Neptune asked.

      “I’m the uniform lieutenant.”

      “No, you’re not. Daila Teron is. Where is she?”

      “She—she was sick and couldn’t make the launch. I’m her replacement.” He studied me for an uncomfortable couple of seconds. “It was a last-minute thing,” I added.

      Neptune nodded as if he accepted my explanation. “I’ll have the medical team come to collect the body.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Who is he? What’s his story?” I pointed at the body.

      “He was the second navigation officer, just like you said.”

      “I know his rank. What’s his name?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes, it does. He was a person.”

      “Crew members check our identities at the door when we board a ship.”

      “He was the second navigation officer. A member of the crew. He was a colleague.”

      He cut me off. “Call the bridge and tell them I confirmed your Code Blue.” He turned to leave but stopped by the door. “His name was Dakkar,” he said over his shoulder. Before I could ask any more questions, he left.

      As soon as the men were out of my ward, I untwisted the controls on the side of my helmet and pulled it off my head. Cool air rushed at my skin. I dropped onto the end of the bench next to the dead officer—Lt. Dakkar, I repeated to myself—and closed my eyes. From the moment I’d discovered his body, I’d relied on my unemotional Plunian side to manage the circumstances, but now my earthling emotions overtook me.

      My temperature was dangerously high, and if I couldn’t cool down, I’d pass out. Plunians were not dissimilar to earthlings, except for one glaring difference: our skin was purple and ran about twenty degrees hotter than theirs. My mom was from Earth, but when it came to being judged by the color of my skin, there was no sense trying to hide my lineage. Purple is purple.

      But that wasn’t the problem. When the medical crew took me to the medical ward, they’d run enough tests to find out I had failed the entrance physical. After that, I’d be dropped off at the nearest space station. At least once we were past the breakaway point, they’d have to keep me on the ship until after the moon trek was over.

      I reached up and picked at the seam of my uniform until I found a loose thread by the sleeve and then played with the seam until my fingers poked through. I was still burning up and needed to get air onto the surface of my skin. I tore the sleeves off and tossed them under the bench. I had another uniform in my quarters, and I could repair this one in my spare time. That was the problem with being part Plunian. I had wild swings in body temperature. My helmet helped, but it was against regulation, and I’d expected to ditch it as soon as I could. The body in the uniform closet had thrown me off.

      Speaking of the body, I had been given a direct order from Neptune. I went back to the call button and radioed the bridge. “Uniform Ward to the Bridge, Sylvia Stryker reporting.”

      “This is the bridge,” answered a computerized voice.

      “I have a Code Blue. I’ve checked the BOP and⁠—”

      “Standby. Medi-Bay personnel will be there to collect the corpse in a moment. Over.”

      I recorded the call into my journal. Even though it had seemed way more likely that I’d take over the family business from my mom when she was ready to retire than ever work on a space ship, here I was. No matter what happened, I wanted to remember and document every single second of this experience so I could tell her all about it when I got home. It was just my luck that things had started out like this.

      “Can you believe this?” I asked Lt. Dakkar’s body. “Of all the people who could have walked into the uniform ward before we hit the breakaway point, I get the head of Moon Unit security. And what’s he doing walking around in coveralls? Nobody’s going to know he’s security section if he’s dressed like that.”

      Head smack. Of course, he was in coveralls and not a uniform. Security wouldn’t want to advertise their presence, especially not after what happened to the previous Moon Units. I’d read something about this somewhere.

      I pulled my finding tool out of my personal belongings and cross-referenced the information back to the BOP in my center console. I found what I was looking for in a footnote on the page about the first trip made by a new Moon Unit.

      Until the ship is cleared for departure and has passed the breakaway point into the galaxy, security personnel will remain in utility gear. Regulation uniforms are required for all other ship crew at all times. Additionally, throughout the moon trek, security is not to rely on any of the ship’s wards for supplies. They are beholden to the safety of the ship only.

      In doing my research on Moon Unit 5, I’d learned that in the past, security had developed loose loyalties to different departments and neglected others, and that had been the downfall of Moon Units 1-3. The truth about what had happened to Moon Unit 4 was kept tightly under wraps and remained a mystery despite how often I hacked into their chat room to read their security logs.

      It was the physical that tripped me up, and all because my dad was from Plunia so my biological makeup came with a few challenges. Nothing I hadn’t figured out how to handle by now.

      The ward doors slid open, and a medical crew stepped inside. Doctor Edison, the ship’s resident physician, led the team. Behind him was a pretty woman in a blue uniform that matched his own, followed by two men in standard gray. Gray was for flex crew members, trained to manage a variety of positions on the flight. Blue was for the medical staff (the uniform colors corresponded to their related codes, Code Blue meant medical, and the medical team wore blue.) He glanced my way, and I pointed to the body under the dressing gown. “The body is under there,” I said. “He’s the second navigation officer. Neptune confirmed his condition.”

      Doc pulled the dressing gown back from the body and ran a couple of standard tests. A series of whirs and buzzes and beeps sounded while his nurse assisted. After a few minutes, Doc stood up, capped the end of the nozzle that he’d used to take a sample of the inside of the officer’s cheek, and handed it to the woman. Doc turned to me.

      “What did Neptune tell you about him?”

      “He didn’t say anything. Neptune didn’t even want to tell me his name.”

      “Why did you want to know his name?” Doc looked suspicious.

      “He was one of us. It seems right.”

      “Neptune was following protocol. Who told you he was the second navigation officer?”

      “I’m in charge of uniforms. This officer is wearing a red shirt, and red shirts go with ship navigation. There’s are two black bands around his left cuff, so he was second in command, not first. And the ship was able to depart from the space station, so he couldn’t have been part of the main crew or they would have noticed he was missing from his post.”

      “Neptune didn’t tell you any of that?” he asked.

      “No. Neptune didn’t say much of anything.” As I stood in front of the doc and his assistant, I became aware that they were staring at my bare purple arms. I wrapped my arms around my body, but there was no covering the exposed flesh.

      “You appear flushed. Are you feeling okay?” He stepped toward me and lifted his vital signs scanner.

      “I’m fine,” I said, stepping backward and out of range. “I was shaken up when I found the body and got a little warm.”

      Doc looked from my arms to my face. “What’s your name?”

      “Sylvia Stryker. Second Lieutenant.”

      “Stryker.” He thought for a moment. “Come to the medical ward after your shift ends. I’d like to give you a physical.”

      Alarm bells sounded in my head. “I thought all of our physicals were conducted before departure,” I said, carefully avoiding the truth about my own results.

      “Lieutenant Stryker, you’ve been in contact with a dead man. I won’t know what killed him until I give him a complete workup. You don’t look all that hot yourself. It’s my duty to make sure the crew stays healthy.”

      I wished I knew more about Lt. Dakkar, his background or his reason for being in the uniform ward. I wished I knew whether or not it was possible to catch something from a corpse. It was too late for that now.

      “Every person on this ship has had a physical to clear them. I doubt he was sick, but I’m going to check his records and see what I can find out from an autopsy. In the meantime, I would request that you not mention this to the ship’s guests. The captain has made it clear that a lot is riding on the success of Moon Unit 5, and the last thing we need is to create a panic. Do you hear what I’m saying, Lt. Stryker?” Doc Edison asked. “Until we know more, the details surrounding this man’s death are not to be discussed.”

      “Of course. Confidentiality is understood.”

      The men in gray moved the body from my bench to a cart. They left the dressing gown over his face but draped him with a black blanket that covered the rest of him. The doors swished open, and the team departed as efficiently as they’d arrived. As soon as the doors swished shut behind them, I packed up my finding tool and put the BOP back onto the cabinet shelf where it was routinely stored. I reset the call button and locked the plastic dome into place on top of it, and then turned my attention back to the inventory closet. Previously neat stacks of uniforms sorted by size and color had been knocked out of place when the body had fallen out and were now in messy heaps on the floor.

      “That’s just great,” I said. “Maybe I should have said I was a stowaway. At least that way I could avoid the humiliation of the physical and I wouldn’t have to refold all these uniforms.” I kicked the pile in front of me, and the stack fell over. “This whole thing was a huge mistake. I should have just stayed on Plunia and mined ice with my mom.”

      I scooped a pile of uniforms from the floor to the cabinet and scanned the room for a surface to use for folding. Just getting this inventory back into organization was going to take the better part of the day. “Stupid Sylvia,” I muttered to myself. “This is your punishment for thinking you could get away with sneaking on board the ship. Sooner or later somebody’s going to find out you’re not supposed to be here.”

      I heard a noise behind the open cabinet door. Slowly, the door swung toward me, exposing a skinny pink alien girl who peeked out from behind it. She grinned at me in a manner so friendly that if she was a threat, I was the queen of the galaxy. She held both hands up in front of her. Her palms were dirty, as was the skin around her mouth. She looked like she’d picked a Plunian potato straight out of the ground and eaten it, dirt and all.

      “I won’t turn you in. I promise,” she said. “But I do want to know how you managed to make it look like you belong here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re like me! I mean, I’m like you! I mean, I’m a stowaway too.”
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