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Introduction

In March of 2013, author Suzanne Berube Rorhus sent me a work that she wanted me to consider publishing in Fingerprints, our short story line for mysteries. Upon reading it, I was really blown away by the originality of it. A murder mystery set onboard the International Space Station? I knew immediately that was something I hadn’t read before.

Ten...Nine...Eight...

At the same time, I thought it was a very clever crossover between science fiction and mystery. I’m a huge fan of the mystery genre, and certainly crossovers aren’t anything new for other genres such as horror. It isn’t, however, common to see science fiction combined with mystery. This led me to think that there had to be authors out there who were likely writing stories in these genres who might welcome the opportunity to write something that would bend across both.

Seven...Six...Five...Four...

I put out a call for submissions and was very impressed with the quality and quantity that I received. Clearly my hypothesis was right, and there were people who wanted to write across multiple genres. And, in communicating with readers, there was an obvious desire to see more material like this.

Moon Shot brings together some well-known names from the Untreed Reads ranks: Suzanne Berube Rorhus, Jack Bates, Laird Long, Jeremy K. Tyler, E. Lynn Hooghiemstra, Wenda Morrone, Andrew MacRae, Jeffrey Howe, Percy Spurlark Parker and Lance Zarimba. Climbing aboard the Untreed Reads rocket for the first time are the amazing Elizabeth Hosang, Toby Speed, Suzanne Derham Cifarelli and Mary McCarroll White. All of these folks bring a wealth of talent to this anthology.

First stop on this journey through space and murder is the story that started the whole idea, Suzanne Berube Rorhus’ “A Murder Far from Home.” After that, well, you’ll just have to see where this space trip is going to take you.

Three...Two...One...

J. Alan Hartman

October 2013




A Murder Far from Home

By Suzanne Berube Rorhus

Chrissie Isaac’s corpse floated in the center of the laboratory, drifting gently in the micro-gravity of the International Space Station. Drops of her blood, perfect spheres of red, dotted the room. In the corners, bunches of droplets clung, like red grapes on the vine, to the metal walls. 

I braced my feet in the foot loops on the floor to steady myself while I examined the body more closely, careful not to touch. It struck me as important to leave the crime scene intact, though the odds of convincing a homicide detective to visit seemed slim. 

The source of the blood was obvious—a slit in her carotid artery. The wound was no longer bleeding. Chrissie had bled out until her heart stopped, but without gravity her body could not drain as it would on Earth. 

I grasped her by the shoulder and pulled her towards me for a closer look. A bubble of blood, its surface tension bulging and glistening in the harsh fluorescent light, worked its way out of the wound in her neck, popped to the surface, then drifted away. Her long blonde hair swayed in the currents from the air vents, its loose strands punctuated with balls of blood. Her white t-shirt and blue shorts were clean, with the exception of a small stain on the collar of her shirt. Most of the blood had floated away rather than drench her clothing.

In addition to being a biologist, I was also a medical doctor. This was my third trip to the International Space Station, and Chrissie, Tom Vasilik, and I had been up here for three months. We were due to leave in a couple of days, but before we did, I supposed I had better put my medical skills to work to solve this murder.

The case would have been open-and-shut if the murder had occurred three days ago, when there were only the three of us here. Let’s see, Chrissie’s dead, I didn’t do it, so the murderer must be Tom! Brilliant!

Unfortunately, three days ago, the space shuttle Atlantis arrived to bring us home. It carried a crew of four and three replacement astronauts to take over our experiments. Now there were ten of us, no, make that nine of us, living off-planet. 

I sealed the door to the Destiny module containing Chrissie’s body and pulled my way into the central node to inform the others of her death. Somewhere in the maze-like space station, someone already knew.

* * *

In another lifetime, in another era, I would have been a monk. Life in a cloister would have suited me better than anything the modern world can offer. It was while working towards my second PhD at Boston College, this one in comparative biology, that I found the niche my life was meant to occupy. Space exploration. The closest thing modern man had to residing in a medieval monastery, combined with the excitement of frontier living. 

The daily detritus of life on Earth: the arrival of the mailman, the rumble of traffic, the shrill of the telephone, even the interruption of loved ones—none of this distracted us from our work. Astronauts labored with studious exactitude, in an environment replete with silence and contemplation.

Chrissie’s presence, with her unholy ambition and her reeking sexuality, left the space station a tense place. I hated her enough to wish her dead.

Either my wish was granted to punish her for disrupting my cloister, or I was not the only person to feel that way.

Just for the record, I was not convinced that women belonged on the ISS. Yes, yes, I know they are as intelligent and capable as men, I’d concede that point. It was not their intelligence I worried about. The problem was that in the presence of a beautiful woman, so many men lost their own intelligence.

Chrissie had caused several on the astronaut team to become temporary idiots. Three men had succumbed to her charms, and at least one fistfight had resulted. Bam Bam and Scooter, both married, had quarreled, each accusing the other of improper behavior. The last time we were all at the astronauts’ retreat together, Bam Bam’s wife had accused Chrissie of distracting her husband from his mission and his marriage. 

Chrissie simply laughed, and no one dared bring the issue to the attention of our trainers. The camaraderie of our team suffered, though we still relied on each other for our very lives. I didn’t think any of us could forget that for a moment. 

Chrissie obviously emitted some especially strong pheromone, a subconscious scent that drove the sanest men crazy. That’s the only way I could explain the powerful biological attraction most of our fellow astronauts felt for her.

Not me, of course. My pheromone receptor was tuned to a different channel. But that had best remain our little secret. NASA, in its medieval wisdom, discriminated against those who followed a different Cupid. They considered people like me a potential distraction in the close quarters of the space station.

As if Chrissie weren’t distraction enough. 

* * *

Sex in space required a certain agility and ingenuity, and Chrissie had both in abundance. I knew, because I saw her in action, leaving me with a graphic image seared into my brain.

My favorite room on the International Space Station was the node, the foyer that connected the various modules. It had peach walls and soft lighting, and was cozier, if such a word could be applied to a metal structure, than the rest of the station. After I finished my work for the day, I liked to relax and listen to music there before strapping into my sleeping bag.

I’d had a pretty good day. Most days up here were pretty good. I cherished the thrill of being somewhere most people won’t ever see. Sixteen-hour workdays, scheduled into five-minute intervals, were enough to make anyone exhausted. In a stolen moment here and there, however, the view was enough to compensate. This afternoon, for example, I’d seen my hometown of Brockton, Massachusetts, catching the New England area on a rare cloudless day.

I spent nine hours fertilizing rats, as they had not mastered the technique of mating in space, then passed a few moments watching the newborn rats learn to move around. These creatures, born on the space shuttle, never learned to walk as rats do on Earth. They were true extra-terrestrials, living and dying away from the planet where their species evolved. 

They adapted. In space, they moved as humans do. They pushed off with their hind paws and pulled themselves to their destination with their fore paws. Never having known gravity, they did not seem to miss it.

So on this particular day, after work and an hour on the stationary bicycle, I washed with my allotted three tablespoons of water. Once I was as clean as I was going to get, I pulled my weightless body into the node from the Zarya module. There, I saw Chrissie and Tom Vasilik engaged in a timeless exercise.

Tom had his feet wedged into the foot loops on the floor, with Chrissie floating in front of him, her clothing disarrayed. The scientist side of me studied them intently before the human side reacted with embarrassment and shock.

“Oh! Excuse me,” I stammered.

Tom had the grace to flush when he saw me over his shoulder, but Chrissie just giggled.

“Go off to bed, Jonathan, there’s a good boy. We’re just finishing up some research, right, Tom?”

“I would have expected you to research with Bam Bam,” I said. It was a catty remark, but justified. 

As I propelled myself away from the bizarre dance, I turned the possibilities over in my mind. Could a rat be trained to mate in space? How would they brace their feet? The transference of energy between two forces colliding would make it quite difficult for them, though the humans on board seem to have mastered it. How long had this been going on?

I pulled myself into the galley and prepared a little snack as I struggled to erase the image of the two of them from my mind. It was no use. My plastic bag of tuna tasted even more bland than usual, despite being mixed with two packets of taco sauce. I gave up and went to bed. 

I heard Tom bump his way into the sleeping area just before I fell asleep. He was humming softly.

“Jonathan? You asleep?”

I feigned slumber.

* * *

The space shuttle was due to arrive the next day, and we three were frantically busy. In addition to preparing the International Space Station for the shuttle’s arrival, we also worked on our experiments. We were to return to Earth by the end of the week, and we wanted to have everything in order for our replacements. 

Chrissie and I were working on an especially touchy experiment studying the effects of micro-gravity on memory retention. She was a neurosurgeon and a payload specialist. Her job was to perform a variety of experiments on behalf of neurologists around the world. On this day, we tested both the rats and each other to measure the mind’s ability to remember data in space. I felt uncomfortable working with her after seeing her in such an unappetizing situation, but duty called.

“Scalpels on deck,” I announced before reaching for one. In the absence of gravity, surgery was quite difficult. I was restrained around my waist and by my feet to keep from drifting while autopsying the rats. The rats, though dead, were restrained at each limb. Even the scalpels tended to float away if not secured, so it was critical that I not be jostled while working. I had enough scalpel scars on my hands; I didn’t need any more.

“So, Jonathan, you want to listen to some music together after we finish here?” Chrissie asked, one eyebrow arched. Her voice purred, a predatory rumble.

“Is that what you call it? No thanks, I’m not interested.”

She laughed. “I sensed that about you. You should take advantage of this tremendous research opportunity. We’re going home in a couple of days—there’s no guarantee that you’ll ever return to space.”

“I’ll guarantee that you don’t,” I said. “There are video cameras in the node. I doubt that Houston will be pleased with your acrobatics last night.”

“Oh, Jonathon, silly boy. We covered those cameras. Tom insisted. Frankly, I think Houston needs a show like that once in a while to loosen them up.”

I worked the rest of the day in monastic silence.

* * *

After Atlantis docked, there were ten of us jammed into the International Space Station. In four days, seven of us would leave on the shuttle, letting the remaining three settle into their work. Although I had enjoyed my time on the space station, I was glad to be going home. Three months away from my planet, my friends, and gravity was a long time. 

Besides, the atmosphere on board had grown more tense. 

The only time I’ve ever seen Pete Borman, Commander of the Atlantis, lose his temper was during the first spacewalk by the new arrivals. Scooter Tanner and Janet Bing were working outside, setting up and launching a new satellite for the French military. They’d been out there for four hours, and the stress was beginning to show on the crew. The human race had never lost an astronaut during a spacewalk, never had anyone drift away to a lonely death and an eternity among the stars, but we all lived in fear of this. 

Chrissie and Bam Bam worked the payload handling controls from the aft deck of the Atlantis. Despite their history, Bam Bam was all business during the spacewalk. For all the notice he took of her, Chrissie could have been a trained rat. Naturally, this did not set well with her. She teased him, but to no avail.

“Bam Bam, I need the coordinates for the directional adjustment arm,” Janet said through her microphone. Janet was quite possibly the most brilliant astronomer on Earth. She and Bam Bam, an astrophysicist, had a full slate of astronomical observations to make during their four-month tenure on the ISS. He read the coordinates slowly.

I left the aft deck of the shuttle with James Foster, the biologist replacing me. We floated through the docking port connecting the shuttle to the space station to begin an experiment. We were going to send electrical pulses through human blood cells, donated by, or at least extracted from, James. Just as we had the experiment set up, we heard shouting reverberating along the metal structure. 

We hurried back into the space shuttle, where most of the others had gathered.

“What’s going on?” I asked. I had to repeat the question before anyone replied.

“This… this bitch! She’s nearly killed Scooter.” Bam Bam threw a clipboard across the deck at Chrissie. It struck her in the forehead, then, unimpeded by gravity, sailed back in the opposite direction with its original force. Mike Baird, the pilot, was standing next to Bam Bam. He caught it neatly.

“Bullshit! If his gases were switched, someone else did it.” Chrissie rubbed her forehead. A bruise was already beginning to form.

“Jonathan, you need to check out Scooter,” Tom said. He pointed to the airlock door, where Scooter hung in midair, motionless. “At the end, he was breathing pure nitrogen. His secondary oxygen tank contained nitrogen. Janet had to pull him into the airlock.”

“It’s not my fault! I followed the checklist!” Chrissie said.

I jerked myself across the room and examined Scooter closely. With the others’ help, we pushed him into the sleep station on the shuttle. I did not dare risk shoving him through the docking port and into the ISS. 

We wrestled him into one of the vertical sleeping sacks and strapped him in. Without an oxygen tank, there was nothing I could do. Scooter was either going to die or get better on his own. 

The next morning, Scooter surprised us all by joining us for breakfast in the Zvezda service module. Since he still looked weak, I rose to reconstitute some scrambled eggs and coffee for him. He added two drops of liquid salt to his eggs, then kneaded the bag listlessly.

“You all right?” I asked.

“Sure, fantastic, no thanks to that bitch. I swear I’m going to jettison her into space before her stay here is over.” Though his eyes looked tired, they burned with hate. He sucked on the straw in his coffee bag.

I looked around the module. Almost everyone was gathered together, sitting in silence after his outburst. Only Chrissie was missing. 

Within an hour, I discovered her corpse.

* * *

I found the replacement trio, James, Bam Bam, and Janet, in the Unity module. They were setting up the astronomical experiments that would form the bulk of their work for the next few months. When I entered, all three were maneuvering the bulky equipment for experiment XTS-51 into place. That was going to be the most promising experiment on their docket over the next few months. If they could get it to work, I mean. XTS-51 had a daunting protocol for setup, requiring a precise chain of events with an exact timeframe between stages. I hated to interrupt their work, but did anyway.

“Group meeting, guys,” I announced. “Let’s meet back in the Zvezda module. Where are the others?”

“Pete and Mike are working on the shuttle’s flight deck, and I saw Tom, Keith, and Scooter heading towards Zarya. I don’t know where Chrissie went. What gives?” Bam Bam asked. “I don’t see a group meeting on my schedule, and you don’t have the authority to preempt our work. Pete’s the commander.”

“Plans change. Something’s happened, and I want to tell everyone before we call Houston.”

Janet zoomed over, her face filled with concern. “Just tell us what happened! Has the air seal been breached?”

In space, humans were terribly vulnerable. The simplest breakdown, one that on Earth would be an annoyance, here could mean the difference between life and a horrible suffocating death. I hadn’t meant to frighten Janet by being mysterious.

“The equipment is fine. I want to wait for the others before explaining further. Just wait in Zvezda and I’ll go get the men out of Zarya. Bam Bam, stop by Atlantis and get Pete and Mike.” I pulled my way back into the corridor without waiting for his response.

By the time I brought the last astronaut into Zvezda, the team was angry. Commander Pete began his attack as soon as my head appeared in the module.

“Damn it, Jonathan, you have a lot to answer for! Where do you get off calling a meeting? We aren’t a herd of bureaucrats putting in our eight-hour day—we’ve got real work to do!”

I put up a hand. “Just hear me out. Something terrible’s happened, and I think we need to discuss it before we call Houston.”

I took a moment to right myself. I had been drifting upside down, and felt vulnerable. Pete had his feet in the foot loops on the floor, so he was upright and stable. The rest of the team clung to the walls, while Scooter hung from the ceiling like an avenging angel.

“All right, drama queen, let’s have it,” Janet said. She clapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh! I didn’t mean it like it sounded,” she said. 

I ignored her. “Chrissie’s been murdered.” I scanned each of their faces for a reaction, but could discern only shock. 

I loved reading mystery stories in my spare time back home, but now I wasn’t so sure I could force the killer to confess. Too bad we didn’t have a psychologist on board.

“That’s impossible!” Mike said. “There’s no one here. We’re 200 miles up in space! There’s no way someone could sneak on board and murder one of us.”

I met his eyes. “We’re here,” I said.

James was furious. “You mean you think one of us killed her? That’s bullshit!” His fists balled up. I wondered if he was planning to take a swing at me, and what would happen if he did. The force would throw him as far back as it threw me. In the crowded module, we’d both end up black-and-blue.

I forced my mind back to the matter at hand. “Shades of John Dickson Carr! If one of us didn’t kill her, then she’s not dead, and believe me, she’s dead. And, if no one can enter or leave the space station, that means one of us is the murderer. Ergo, my dear Watson, the only remaining question is, who did it?”

Janet asked, “Are you sure she didn’t die accidentally? Or even kill herself?”

“I examined her body. She was stabbed in the neck with a scalpel. That would be pretty hard to do accidentally, and a suicide would have slashed, not stabbed.”

“Maybe she threw the scalpel away, and it bounced back and stuck her,” Tom asked.

“Possibly, but I couldn’t find the scalpel. It should still be stuck in her neck or floating near her,” I said.

“Let’s watch the video,” Pete suggested. “Where did she die? Most of this place is under observation.”

“Excellent idea!” I said, annoyed that I hadn’t thought of it. Some detective.

The video did indeed capture the murder. The grainy images showed Chrissie working, her hands stuck inside the workstation containing the rats. Then, as we watched, a male figure drifted in from the node. 

His head was shrouded in a neon yellow t-shirt, which he had duct-taped across his face, hiding all but his eyes. 

I’d seen that shirt before.

“Hey, Scooter, that’s your shirt!” Mike said. “That’s the one you had on yesterday.”

“That doesn’t mean I killed her!” Scooter said. “I was with Tom and Keith all morning.”

As we watched, the killer pulled a scalpel from its magnetic holder.

“She never heard a thing!” Janet said. “It’s too quiet up here. I’m never going to be able to relax.” She crossed her arms across her chest and shivered.

The masked figure fumbled the scalpel, sending it flying behind Chrissie’s back. He lunged for it and caught it clumsily. Chrissie turned to face her killer. Her mouth opened, but before she could scream or say the man’s name, he struck. 

The scalpel jammed into Chrissie’s neck, then was withdrawn. Blood spurted out, powered by the pumping of her heart. By the time the blood reached the killer, the surface tension of each droplet caused the liquid to form beads. When the blood balls struck his shirt, he shook them off. His shirt was still clean. 

He wiped the scalpel with gauze, removing both blood and fingerprints. He placed the scalpel back in its rack, then stuffed the gauze into the hazardous material receptacle. 

“How long has she been dead, Jonathan?” Pete asked. He looked pale.

“I don’t believe forensics in space has been studied,” I answered. “The body was no longer bleeding, indicating her heart had stopped, but the blood had not yet clotted. I’ll need to examine the body more closely to try to determine time of death.”

“The video clock shows 95 minutes ago,” Janet said, pointing at the monitor.

Some detective.

“Okay, who did this?” I asked. A confession at this point would help solve the crime. 

Silence.

“I was with Tom and Keith,” Scooter said again. Doth he protest too much?

“Not the whole time! You left to go to the bathroom.” Tom said.

“I did go to the bathroom!”

“Pete and I were together the whole time,” Mike said. “We were catching up on the flight paperwork.”

“I was below deck inventorying supplies,” I offered.

“Well, James and I were together, setting up an experiment, and Bam Bam was in the same module,” Janet said.

“So no one killed her?” I asked. “Did we have a stowaway on Atlantis, perhaps?”

“Don’t be stupid,” Bam Bam said. “Obviously you killed her. You’re the only one who was alone.”

“Scooter was too, and you weren’t working closely with James and Janet the whole time,” I pointed out. 

Bam Bam defended himself. “I might not have been in their pocket the whole time, but I was working on my experiment. You can see from the protocols of the XTS-51 experiment that I spent exactly the right amount of time setting it up.” 

“Who has motive?” Pete asked.

We looked at each other, calculating. Finally Janet said, “I guess we all do, to some extent. I didn’t like working with her because she always blamed others for everything that went wrong.”

“Scooter has the best motive,” I said. “Chrissie nearly killed him yesterday.”

We argued for half an hour before calling Houston and explaining the problem. After discussing it further, we agreed that Scooter was the most likely suspect. It was his shirt, he had slept with Chrissie months before the other two men, and she almost killed him yesterday.

Neither the space station nor the shuttle has a brig. After more discussion, we decided to use duct tape to bind Scooter. None of us thought he was a serious flight risk given our present location, but a desperate man might decide to crash the shuttle on landing rather than face the consequences of his actions.

* * *

We went home the next day. We spent the morning stowing our equipment aboard Atlantis. Scooter reclined in one of the seats below decks, duct taped to the armrests and foot rests. He was already fastened into his flight suit, which made a man nearly immobile anyway. He watched the rest of us work in silence.

As the crew strapped us into our seats, I noticed Bam Bam stuff a bright yellow shirt into Scooter’s pack. 

This triggered a memory for me, a memory of the exact protocol of experiment XTS-51. This experiment needed to rest for nearly half an hour between stages. Bam Bam had time.

I looked at him in wonderment, and as I did, I noticed a small nick, like a scalpel wound, on his hands.

Astrophysicists don’t use scalpels.




Virtual Crimes, Real Consequences

By Elizabeth Hosang

When the alarm went off Ortiz jumped, causing the construction drone to yank the power cable out of its connection. The commander of the lunar base swore under her breath and held the cable up to the drone’s visual sensor, checking the cable for signs of damage. The three-fingered “hands” on the drone responded to the movement of her hands in the control gloves. However, the strength of their grip could go from delicate enough to pluck the petal off a rose without bruising it to being strong enough to crush a rock. A slip in her concentration while using them could ruin months of work.

As she turned the cable to inspect it visually, she ran the robot fingers along it to see if she could feel any irregularities through the rubber. The sensors in the remote hands allowed her to feel the textures of items she gripped, from the softness of the petal to the rigidity of the wire under the rubber coating of the cable. If the wire had snapped she wanted to know before she stopped to address the alarm.

Satisfied that the wire was intact, she reconnected the power cable, then spoke. “Local view.” The visor covering her face switched from showing the components of the half-assembled radio telescope on the moon’s surface where the drone stood, to the control room around her. Mike Blair, her second in command, was seated in one of the other three drone control stations, but wasn’t yet wearing the gear. “Can you see where it’s coming from?” she asked.

He was already looking at the command and control PDA on his wrist. “Infirmary.”

“Damn.” Ortiz pulled the robot arms back into the drone’s body and shut down her connection to it, leaving the drone idle on the lunar surface. She unstrapped the Velcro keeping her hands in the control gloves and removed the visor. They were already behind schedule for assembling the telescope. Beauregard, the robotics expert who was supposed to have been working on it, had spent most of the previous day throwing up. The base medic had diagnosed acute appendicitis, and the surgery had taken place that morning. An appendectomy was routine, but Mission Control on Earth had insisted that a robotics expert be on hand to assist the crew’s medic, just in case. As a result she’d spent the morning on standby instead of catching up.

Ortiz undid the seat restraints and pulled herself out of the chair, leaping towards the doorway. Landing just inside the hallway that joined the robotics pod to the rest of the lunar station, she grabbed the rail on the wall and started pulling-shuffling along the hallway. Running on the moon was impractical, so crew members learned to drag themselves along using the hand rails on all of the walls while only moving their feet minimally.

In the hall connecting to the medical sciences pod she met up with Josh Silverstein, the medic and life sciences payload specialist, coming from the living quarters. 

“Sorry, boss. I thought Beauregard was stable. I just stepped out to get some lunch. Looks like his blood pressure dropped.” 

The doors to the medical pod opened to the shrieking of bedside alarms. A few careful steps past the door took them to the cubical where Neil Beauregard lay strapped to a bed. A display on the console above him was flashing red. Another console showed the faces of Mission Control back on Earth, including Doctor Green, the surgeon who had performed the appendectomy. 

“What’s going on?” Doctor Green demanded.

Ortiz watched as Silverstein ran his hands over Beauregard, tugging on wires connecting the sensors on his skin to the bank of devices on the cubical walls, checking for a loose connection. She stepped to the other side of the bed and grabbed Beauregard’s wrist, placing her fingertips just below the base of his thumb. His skin was cold to the touch, his complexion deathly pale. She held her breath, straining to catch any hint of a pulse, but the flesh under her fingers remained still. She counted to five slowly, then moved her hand to his throat, pressing deep into the lifeless skin. She waited, but again there was no sign of life.

Twenty minutes later Ortiz made her way slowly to the control hub of the lunar station. Julie Anders, another robotics expert and remote drone operator, was sitting next to Teresa Orlando, the experimental astrophysicist, half-heartedly reviewing something. Blair was at another console, completing a report without much enthusiasm. All three stood up as the base commander entered the room.

Blair spoke first. “What happened?” 

When Ortiz failed to respond, Orlando let out a little gasp. “But it was supposed to be routine surgery!”

Ortiz shook her head. “His blood pressure dropped, and his heart just stopped. It looks like he started bleeding internally.” She tried to smile, but failed. 

“Couldn’t they do anything for him?” Blair asked.

Again Ortiz shook her head, and struggled to keep her voice even. “We couldn’t just open him up to find the leak. The alarm was triggered when his blood pressure dropped below a certain threshold. By then his abdomen was full of blood. Even if Josh put the scope back in, he wouldn’t have been able to see anything.” She put her hand to her mouth, overcome by the memory of standing by helpless as she watched a member of her crew die. After a moment she cleared her throat and forced herself to speak. “They won’t be able to do a full autopsy until we get him back Earth-side.” 

Silence filled the control room as the crew digested the news. Finally Anders spoke. “Now what, commander?”

Ortiz sighed. “Unfortunately, we have a schedule to keep, and we’re down one crew member. I’m afraid everyone needs to get back to work. We’ll, uh, we’ll work a shortened day. And Doctor Morales will probably want to talk to everyone.” One by one they made their way out of the hub, back to their assigned tasks.

“I don’t understand. I thought you said this was a routine operation.” Giles Lattimer, Earth-side Mission Commander, stood at the head of the table glaring at the medical staff. 

Doctor Angela Green, chief surgeon, had her arms wrapped around her torso, clutching a tablet computer to her chest. “It’s routine here on Earth. This is the first time we’ve attempted surgery of any kind across a distance this great. The tele-presence system is good, but it’s not perfect.” 
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