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001: SCENE
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The six of us – Heli, Sunset, Sam, Karu, the captain and I – stare at the scene in Network and Engineering Ring 2. It’s exactly as I’d left it – the Friend (the non-doctor one) sprawled face-first in a pool of blood almost in the doorway, kitchen knife in its back. Renn, throat sliced open, collapsed against a desk and surrounded by shards of glass.

Karu looks at the captain, a silent question. The captain gives kem a nod, and ke pulls on a pair of clean gloves and kneels to inspect the Friend. I have a brief flash of irrational panic that ke’s going to be able to tell I wiped the knife, somehow. 

“We all know this had to be the warpig, right?” Heli asks. “I mean.”

“We don’t know anything until we’ve reviewed all the evidence,” Captain Sands says.

“Anyway, it couldn’t have been Tinera,” Sunset says. “She was locked in Habitation Ring 2 the whole time.”

Reluctantly, I shake my head. “Technically, she wasn’t. The captain unlocked the doors for her already. But he hasn’t told her that, so she wouldn’t have known she could leave anyway. It amounts to the same thing.”

“Or,” Captain Sands says as he makes for a computer terminal far away from Renn’s corpse, “it means that if she’d tried an airlock or happened to be in proximity when someone else used one, and found that it didn’t lock, she would have assumed that I’d made a mistake locking her in. Which would give her the perfect alibi to commit a serious crime, since so far as she knows, we’d all assume she was locked in.”

“You think this was opportunistic?” I ask, following him. “That Tinera just happened to let herself out by accident and decided to go commit a crime and just happened to run into the Lyson project guy before any of us? You really think that many coincidences are likely?”

“I don’t think anything, until we’ve gathered all of the evidence.” He types away at the terminal. “Does anybody here have a history in forensics?”

Nobody does.

“Alright then. Karu, as our doctor, you’re the closest thing we have to a forensics expert. You’re in charge of investigating this scene. Aspen, Heli, assist Karu. Sam, with me; according to the computer our remaining Friend is still in the medbay and the others are in their habitation ring, and I’ve just locked them all in. We’re going to head there and conduct a thorough search. Sunset, swing by the medbay and confirm the Friend’s location, then come and join us.”

Sands’ team leaves the ring, and Heli and I look to Karu for orders.

“Um,” ke says, “Heli, can you do anything with DNA?”

“I can sample and run whatever you want me to. But I’m not sure how much it’ll tell us. The whole crew uses this ring all the time; everything’s going to be contaminated with everyone’s DNA. Maybe a forensics expert would know what specifically to check to get answers, but unless we run across a puddle of the assailant’s blood or a severed finger or something, I don’t know how much DNA analysis is going to help.”

“In the stories, they always find the murderer’s skin under the victim’s fingernails,” I suggest.

“I can run what’s under their fingernails, but if either of them got a good scratch in, the captain’s team will find the scratch on the murderer before the DNA results get back.”

That’s a good point. Captain Sands will probably order a full medical inspection of all the convicts, looking for injuries sustained in the attack. It’s unlikely that whoever did this managed to get both Renn and the Friend without getting injured at all.

While the others discuss DNA sampling, I head over to get a better look at Renn. He’s exactly where I left him, slumped over a broken computer terminal, throat slit open, covered in (presumably) his own blood. It’s difficult to see what other injuries he might have, aside from the throat. His left arm is half inside the shattered terminal screen, skin lacerated (that would be impossible with a proper modern device, but like most things on the ship, the screens are bulky enough to be opened up and repaired). Apart from the shower of glass, everything looks to still be firmly bolted to the table, which makes sense; if my messing about with the ship’s “gravity” after I woke up didn’t dislodge anything, then a skinny dying psychologist slumping on it wouldn’t. 

The blood is everywhere; flecked on the partitions around the terminal, smeared on the floor. I’m afraid to touch anything, lest I contaminate something important. (A weird thing to worry about after deliberately cleaning the knife handle, I know, but I... I don’t really know what to feel right now.) The partition walls contain the scene, so as long as I don’t enter his little area I can’t touch anything import – 

Wait. No they don’t. There’s blood on the outside of one of the partitions, too; a smear near the edge at about shoulder-height. Like somebody gripped the partition with a bloody hand to keep their balance. The murderer, stumbling out? Maybe. Or it might be the Friend, trying to flee before it gets stabbed in the back... no. Too high. That Friend is tiny. I reach my own hand as high as the smear, careful not to touch it. It’s a little too high for me to be comfortable, I think, if I were stumbling along trying to keep balance; whoever did this was probably a fair bit taller than me. That removes half our suspects right away. Denish, probably, or possibly Adin, or... 

Or Renn. Renn was pretty tall. But if he’d been killed at this terminal, then he wouldn’t have been out here grabbing stuff while bleeding. 

I look around a bit more. Another smear of blood, a petition that’s been knocked askew... oh! A terminal that’s on! I peer at the screen – Captain Kinoshita’s partially translated notes. This must be the terminal where Renn was attacked; then he attempted to leave the ring, probably holding his throat closed with his hands, and collapsed into the other terminal further along. I look around, but the attacker didn’t thoughtfully sign their name anywhere. There’s just a few flecks of blood and... oh. A half-empty bottle of Tinera’s wine.

And two glasses. Either Renn was meeting with the killer and the Friend walked in at the wrong time, or the Friend and Renn were meeting, and the killer decided to take on both of them.

“Guys,” I call. “I found something.”

They come over to look.

“Okay, yeah,” Heli says, “this DNA will be useful.”

“Can you do fingerprints as well?” Karu asks.

“Shouldn’t be a problem. Everyone’s prints are on file. I’m gonna go get some sterile sample bags; nobody touch anything.”

“This suggests that more than one person might’ve been involved,” Karu murmurs.

I nod. If Renn and the Friend were already together, here at this terminal, then it was unlikely that they were attacked by one person. Even if they were drunk, two against one is bad odds. “Do Friends even drink?’ I ask. “That seems... contradictory. To their whole philosophy.”

Karu shrugs. “We still have one. We can ask it. And I suppose Heli will be able to tell us if the Friend or the murderer was drinking here.”

I nod again. I’m not sure what result I’m hoping for. A quick, easy way to catch the killer is best for everyone involved, of course, but... I still can’t quite believe that one of my friends would do this. And I still don’t know what the captain is going to do to them.

I shake the feeling off. This isn’t the time for sitting around hoping that things don’t get worse. At least one of the old crew did do this, and I owe it to the rest to catch them before they put the others at risk.

There’s a little wine in the bottom of each glass still; Heli carefully pours it into separate, labelled collection tubes, then swabs the rims of the glasses and sticks the swabs in separate collection tubes, then wipes the remaining wine out of each glass with sterile cloths and sticks the glasses themselves in separate bags. We may not really know what we’re doing, but we’re going to be careful about it. 

“I still think Tinera might’ve taken them both on alone,” Heli says. 

“She’s not stupid,” I say. “Anyway, if she did, she’s definitely injured – she’s tiny and it was two against one. So we’ll know soon enough.”

“I can almost guarantee that Tinera didn’t do this,” Karu says. “Or at the very least, didn’t do this alone.”

“... You can?”

Karu leads us away from the terminals, back to the Friend, and points. “That’s a vegetable knife, not a dagger. It’s not made for stabbing. And it’s buried to the handle between those ribs. That takes a huge amount of strength, and Tinera’s tiny. Surprisingly strong for her size, but not that strong.”

“So she couldn’t have killed the Friend,” I conclude.

“Almost definitely not.”

“Almost definitely?”

“Well, it’s always a little hard to be precise when it comes to human capabilities. In extraordinary circumstances, people have demonstrated brief, seemingly impossible bursts of strength, so I’m reluctant to say that anyone couldn’t do this. But it’d be very, very unlikely.”

“My Aunt had one of those,” Heli remarks. “My cousin was about to be hit by some flying debris and she grabbed a cable and yanked it off course. Should’ve been impossible. Spent a month and a half in hospital with her shoulder torn all to shit.”

“Yes, injury is really common after such events.”

“But not universal?” I ask.

“Not universal.”

So even with this evidence, if the captain’s team doesn’t find any injured suspects, it doesn’t definitively rule anybody out. Still, it does say a lot about the likelihood of certain perpetrators. “Who do you think would have the strength to do this under normal circumstances?”

“Denish,” Karu says, instantly. “Possibly Tal, if only because kes physical abilities aren’t all that easy to judge. I’d be very surprised indeed if the Friend or Lina could do this, even without being in hospital. Tinera and Adin, I’d say, definitely not.”

I bite my lip thoughtfully. Tal does seem to have a strange sort of monkey strength, but I suspect that’s not so much being stronger as simply not noticing when ke’s reached a physical limit and should stop. I don’t think kes upper limit would be any higher than Adin or Tinera, especially since ke spends most of kes time sitting at computer terminals. Denish is the obvious suspect, of course – the only one strong enough to kill the Friend in this way, and dating Tinera, who specifically told Renn that she’d cut the throat of anyone doing Lyson experiments on the ship. Renn and the Friend advocated for Lyson experiments, and now look, that very throat was cut, and the Friend killed in a way that only her boyfriend would manage. If Renn and the Friend had already been together, if it was safe to assume that this wasn’t a lone operation, then Tinera and Denish were a likely pair.

Except for the part where Tinera thought she was locked up, so couldn’t plan something like this, and the idea that she coincidentally realised she wasn’t just when her two targets were alone still seemed unlikely to me.

Oh, yeah... and except for the idea that Denish would never do this. I mean, come on! Denish? The definition of a gentle giant? That man had once accidentally stood on a bee in one of the greenhouse rings and had actually cried about it. Denish, stab a fleeing crewmate in the heart with a knife? Absolutely no way.

None of them would do this. But at least one of them had.

“Well,” Heli says, “if that much physical strength is required, Dr Noodle-Arms Sociologist here is removed as a suspect, too.”

“Hey,” I protest, rubbing my arms.

“Aspen was never a suspect,” Karu says. “I’m no forensic investigator, but I know blood. This blood isn’t nearly fresh enough for Aspen to have had time to kill them; when these two died, Aspen was still losing very badly at computer games.”

“Hey!”

We do some general investigating and gathering of random stuff that might be clues until the captain returns. He confers briefly with Karu to learn what we’ve learned so far, then looks to me. “Aspen, with me. We’re about to start interviewing suspects.”

“And you want me to assist? Why?” There’s simply no way that Captain Sands still trusts my judgement of character. Not after this.

“Our psychologist is dead, and you’re the closest thing we have. Also, all the suspects like and trust you. They hate me right now, so we need that. Come on.” He heads for the airlock. “Let’s catch ourselves a murderer.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

002: INTERROGATION
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“So you guys didn’t find any bloodstained clothing, then?” I ask. “Any signed confessions? Nobody broke down crying and explained why and how they did it?”

“Not yet. They are, very suspiciously, doing a lot of laundry at this exact moment, so I daresay we were too late on the bloody clothing front.”

“That’s not suspicious. They’ve been doing laundry all afternoon. You know how it is; you move, and it’s a good opportunity to get round to washing all your linen and stuff.”

“Whatever the reason, the murderer would be an idiot not to throw their clothing in there. No matter; I’ve already asked Karu to start doing full health workups of all the suspects. If one of them has so much as a bruised pinkie, we’ll know.”

The suspects are all in various stages of inebriation. The spectrum runs from Tal, who looks mostly normal (if rather agitated by the current situation) to Lina, who only remains upright with considerable assistance from Denish. Sam and Sunset keep an eye on the group while Captain Sands and I commandeer a bedroom well out of earshot for questioning. 

“Who’s our main suspect, in your opinion?” the captain asks as we push the bed back against the wall to make a bit more room.

“Denish,” I admit reluctantly.

“Right.” The captain goes to get Denish.

Denish takes a seat on the bed and glowers at me. Yeah, I probably deserve that. We’re supposed to be friends, and here I am accusing him of murder.

“Where were you between seven and nine o’clock tonight, Mr Calhurn?” the captain asks. 

“In here,” Denish insists. “Went to check aft engines for a little bit. Then back in here.”

So he did leave the ring. The aft engines are in the opposite direction to the murder, though. “The aft engines aren’t on,” I point out. “They’re broken. Why run off to check them?”

“Trying to see if they were sabotaged. We have big mystery on our hands, remember? Tal suggested new way for sabotage, I wanted to check them. But mostly I am here all night with my friends.”

Tal? I exchange a glance with the captain. Tal’s one of the less likely suspects, in my opinion. Ke doesn’t tend to get as directly upset about things like Lyson projects and isn’t really the hands-on type, but as support, providing Denish with an excuse to leave and maybe covering for him in the computer system? Maybe.

“Someone can corroborate your presence over the time in question, except for when you left in the opposite direction to check the engine?”

Denish shrugs. “Maybe? We moved around a lot. Did not exactly keep timesheets.” He fixes his eyes back on me. “You really believe I would kill like this, Aspen?”

“You’ve done it before,” Captain Sands says, coldly.

Denish swears at him in Texan. “Did not know she was there! She had pulse suppressor! What are we supposed to do, spend hours every ship scanning for hiding people that are never there? Who stows away in a fuel storage room?! I cut airlock of stolen ship without checking enough, yes! I did not kill two crewmates with kitchen knife!”

“The Friend was stabbed through the heart from behind,” I say, as gently as I can. “Karu says that it would take a lot of strength to do that. More than perhaps any of the suspects have, except you.”

“Then Karu is wrong! You really believe – ?”

“No, Nish. I don’t for one second believe that you could have done something like this. But I – okay, look. Who do you think did it?”

“Nobody in here would do this. You know this, Aspen. You know us. It must have been one of the new crew, and this captain, who has never trusted any of us from the start – ”

“Every single new crew member except for the two dead were playing computer games at the time. All of us had eyes on each other. I agree with you; none of you could’ve done this, in my opinion. I can’t imagine it of any of you. But at least one of you did. Which means that my judgement is useless here, and frankly I’d rather find out who was guilty as soon as possible so I can go back to trusting everyone else again. Someone in this ring killed two crewmates, Nish. That’s a fact that we have to deal with. Don’t you want to know who it was as badly as I do?”

“It wasn’t me,” he grumbles.

“Alright,” Captain Sands says, “thank you for your time, Mr Calhurn. Can you please send in Ms Li Null when you leave?”

Denish stalks out.

“What do you think?” Sands asks me when he’s gone.

“You know what I think,” I snap.

“That he’s a good man, you’ve relied on each other for survival many times, and he’d never do something so horrible, yes. Well, I hope you’re right.”

“I’m wrong about at least one of them.”

“Yes, but if it isn’t Denish then they’ll be easier to catch, since they quite probably injured themselves stabbing the Friend with that much force.”

“What are you going to do when you catch them?” I ask.

“What do you think I should do?”

“Confine them to a ring and let an established court handle it when we get to Hylara.”

“That’s an option, yes.”

“Is it the one you’re going to take?”

“That depends on what the specific circumstances of the killing were. My primary interest is making sure that our murderers aren’t an ongoing threat to the rest of the crew.”

I narrow my eyes at him. In his home nation, I remember, the death penalty is in use and not considered controversial. 

Okay. New task. Find out who the killer is, and somehow make sure that Captain Sands won’t kill them. 

Tinera stalks in (slightly unsteadily, she’s far from sober), leans on the closed door and glares blearily at us. Captain Sands gestures to the bed, inviting her to sit down. She just crosses her arms and stays where she is.

“Well? You have questions?”

“Did you kill Dr Sunn or the Public Universal Friend?” Captain Sands asks.

“Obviously not. I was locked in here, remember?”

“The airlock doors have been unlocked for you for hours.”

“What? Why?”

“That’s no longer important. The point is, if you discovered such a thing, it would be the perfect alibi for you to sneak out and – ”

“I’m sorry, captain, but are you stupid? No, I didn’t discover a mysteriously unlocked door and run off on a murder spree.” She shifts her stance, stumbling a little.

“Did you or did you not threaten to cut the throat of any supporters of Lyson projects?”

“I was joking! Also I said I’d kill people who were actually committing Lyson projects on the ship, if I remember right. Not just someone having bad politics. How do you even remember that? I barely remember that.”

“Of all the people on this crew, you’ve shown the most violent tendencies. Your fight with Heli – ”

“That bitch deserved far more than what I was able to give her, and if I was going to kill anyone on this fucking disaster of a spaceship, it’d be her, not a psychologist with bad politics and a brain damaged servant. Furthermore, if I had killed those two arseholes, I wouldn’t be denying it, I’d be bragging about it. So do you have any evidence beyond ‘the mouthy girl must have done it’, or are we done here?”

“We’re done for now, but – ”

Tinera leaves. Captain Sands shouts after her, “Send Tal in!”

We stare at the closed door.

“Is it just me,” the captain says, “or is this crew extra disrespectful today?”

“They already don’t like us and we broke up their party to accuse them of violent murder,” I point out. “What do you expect?”

“They like you.”

“They did until I came with you to break up their party and accuse them of murder. I think I’m burning a lot of bridges right now.”

“Hmm. Unfortunate.” There’s no regret or contrition in his tone. Maybe this is the reason Captain Sands wanted me here – not to play fill-in psychologist, but to make my old friends dislike me. Like I wasn’t feeling bad enough. I shoot him a suspicious look, but he’s not looking at me; he’s staring contemplatively off into space, rubbing his chin.

“Do you think she’s innocent?” he asks.

I shrug. “I mean, yeah. That interview gave us no information. There’s not really anything to discuss there. Although, come to think of it, Tinera has a really weak stomach, especially for blood. So everything else aside, I don’t think she’d go after people with a knife like that.”

“The person she was convicted of killing was murdered with a knife,” Captain Sands points out. “Even if she runs off to throw up afterwards, she’s demonstrated that she is capable of – oh, hello, Mt Smithson. I was worried that she wouldn’t send you in.”

Tal perches on the edge of the bed for a few seconds, then gets up to pace restlessly. “So you guys want to know what I know about the murders, right?”

“You know something?” I ask, surprised.

“Not very much. But I mean, yeah. That’s why I’m here, right?”

“Did you kill them?” Captain Sands asks.

Tal looks floored by the question. “What? Me?!”

“Yes. You.”

“Of course not! Seriously? You think that little of me? You honestly think that I would kill two crewmates – ”

“I know, Tal,” I say, “but somebody – ”

“ – with a knife? What is this, the stone age? ‘Oooh, look at me with my state of the art murder weapon, the newly invented wedge! Next I’ll run someone over with a wheel, or push them out of a tree!’ Come on. If I was going to kill those two, I’d have waited for them to go through an airlock, then altered Amy’s emergency programming again to lock them in and dropped the air pressure to the minimum the systems allow when there’s a person inside, then freeze-lock the system so they’d suffocate before Denish could find them and cut through. Which would be easy to do because this computer system is absolute garbage and I can think of three ways to freeze-lock the air pumps just off the top of my head. Then the whole thing looks like a computer error, see? Or,  you wait until your victim needs to go through – ”

“Okay, okay,” I say quickly, not really interested in an hour-long lecture of all the ways we could die on this spaceship at any time, “we get the point.”

“A knife. Come on. Whoever did this was a fucking idiot, and I’m not a fucking idiot.”

“Who do you think did it?” I ask.

Ke shrugs. “I wasn’t there.”

“You said,” the captain breaks in, his voice already gaining that edge characteristic of somebody trying to have a productive conversation with Tal, “that you had information about the murders?”

“Oh, yeah. They didn’t take place until after seven fifty-seven.”

“How do you know that?” Captain Sands asks.

“Well, that’s when I left the ring, and there weren’t any corpses in it then.”

Sands and I exchange a glance.

“You were in Network and Engineering Ring 2?” I ask. 

“Yeah. The password lockout on wrong guesses for Reimann’s password had passed, so I went to squeeze in a few more brute-force attempts and got distracted looking through Amy’s architecture. I didn’t see the other two but I could hear both of them talking when I left at seven fifty-seven.”

That greatly narrows our timeline. Nobody checked the clocks, but we estimate that the Friend probably went to help Renn at about seven o’clock. We know that I raised the alarm at twelve minutes to nine. Karu says that the body had very definitely been dead when I found it, and probably by the time I left Network and Engineering Ring 1, although ke couldn’t give a better estimate than that. So we’d figured that the murder itself probably happened between seven and eight-thirty. 

Eight and eight-thirty is a much tighter window. If Tal’s telling the truth, this narrows us down to half an hour in which the murders must have happened. 

“Did you run into anyone else on your way back to this ring?” Captain Sands asks.

“Nope,” Tal says. “I mean, except Adin, obviously. But nobody suspicious.”
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“You saw Adin?” Captain Sands asks. “Making his way in the direction of Renn and the Friend, right before the murders?”

“Yeah, but he wasn’t going to NEAR 2,” Tal says. “He was just dipping into Storage Ring 5 to grab more alcohol, it was right next door to the others.”

“How long until he came back to the Habitation Ring?” I ask.

“I’m not sure, I was doing other stuff.”

“Thank you, Mt Smithson,” Captain Sands says, walking abruptly out of the room. I hurry after him.

“Sunset,” he calls as we approach the suspects all huddled in their little group with their two guards, “has Karu began doing the medical checkups yet?”

“Yes, ke’s with Lina now. Why?”

“Next time you see kem, can you make it very clear that I want the most thorough bloodwork that we can do? Neurostimulants, specifically. Mr Klees, your turn.”

Adin follows us back to our ad hoc interrogation room. “Are you alright?” I ask him quietly. He looks at me like I’m an idiot.

Tal’s still in the room when we get there, but leaves without a fuss. Captain Sands points to the bed; Adin sits down. 

“Did you kill Renn Sunn and the Public Universal Friend?” the captain asks.

“No.”

“Tal says ke saw you heading in that direction at the time of the murder.”

“And you believe Tal over me? When ke was leaving the actual scene of the murder?”

“Did you run into Tal outside Habitation Ring 2?” I ask.

“Yeah, ke was heading through the storage ring while I was looking for Tinera’s alcohol. Because ke was returning from NAER 2. Where the murders happened.”

“Tal absolutely is a major suspect,” the captain says, “and we will question kem further on kes activities. But that doesn’t change the fact that your kitchen knife – ”

“Anyone could’ve grabbed that knife from the kitchen!”

“ – was buried in the Public Universal Friend’s back to the hilt, something that our doctor assured me would require an absurd amount of strength. Something that only Denish would be realistically capable of... or, perhaps, somebody suffering the side effects of a recent neurostimulator dose. So tell me, Mr Klees, are you currently taking neurostimulators against my orders?”

“I’m not currently experiencing the side effects, if that’s what you mean.”

“The bloodwork will show us that either way, I suppose. But you are taking them?”

Adin glares at him.

“Last time I stopped by the medbay, Lina mentioned that the locks on one of the medicine cabinets had been broken,” I say. “Have you been stealing neurostimulators, Adin?”

“What the fuck is it to you, Dr Greaves?” he snaps.

I step back, trying not to tear up. “I’m just trying to get to the bottom of this,” I say. “I’m not suggesting – ”

“You are suggesting, though, aren’t you? You’re suggesting that the big bad druggie dosed up so he could go and murder two people with a knife, aren’t you?”

“I’m just trying to eliminate possibilities!”

“And when you’ve eliminated them all, what then? Someone needs to be guilty.”

“And if it isn’t you, then this would all go a lot fucking smoother if you’d help us find out who it is!”

Adin raises an eyebrow at me. “You want to know who I think killed Renn and that Friend?”

“Yes!”

“I think it was you.”

I lean against the wall as my knees go weak. “What?”

“Sunset and Sam gave us the rundown on the situation. The two people in the right place at the right time are you, and Tal. And only one of those people has a history of actually holding a knife to someone’s throat and threatening to kill them.”

Captain Sands steps in. “Aspen’s history has nothing to do – ”

“Oh yes it fucking does. Because you, you high-minded, elitist piece of shit, seem to delight in treating half of your crew like dirt as much as you can get away with, and your excuse is always our pasts. And don’t pretend it’s about safety or whatever, because you let the cybercriminal run the computer systems and you let the drug runner prepare your food and you let the Angel of Death work in the medical ward, and you let this literal terrorist be your second-in-command instead of Tinera because Tinera has a criminal record and Aspen managed to get off on some technicality for being well-connected and a little bit famous. We’re suspects and they’re not because you’re a classist bastard who’s decided that prison is – ”

“You are suspects and Aspen is not,” the captain cuts in sharply, “because Dr Karu Tate determined that at the time of the murders, Aspen was still playing computer games with the rest of us. Aspen was sitting right next to me when this occurred. If they were absent at the time of the murders, I can guarantee that they too would be a suspect.”

“Bullshit. But it’s not like you care what I have to say, so.” He gets up to leave.

“We’re not done here,” Captain Sands says.

“Yes, we are.” Adin opens the door.

“If you don’t come back here right now – ”

“You’ll what, Keldin? Lock me in my habitation ring and accuse me of murder? Fuck off.” Adin freezes. This is because Captain Sands has grabbed his arm. Adin glares at Sands. “Get your fucking hand off me,” he growls, “or I actually will demonstrate a sudden capacity for extreme violence.”

Sands lets him go. More out of surprise, I think, than actual fear.

Adin storms off.

The captain and I look at each other.

“Well,” Captain Sands says. “That’s a side of Adin that I can honestly say I never suspected existed.”

“He’s drunk and probably on neurostimulators,” I shrug. “And also two of his crewmates died. And we accused him of killing them. It’s an unusual situation.”

“What did you do to make him so pissed at you, specifically?”

“I have absolutely no idea.” There are a few reasons, I suppose, that someone might be so randomly aggressive. He could’ve been quietly resentful at me over something for a long time, and it’s bubbling up now that he’s drunk and stressed. He could just be generally angry at the situation, and lashing out. Or – since he’d accused both Tal and myself with absolutely anything he could think of, and a whole lot of fervor – he could have realised he’s caught, and be trying desperately to blame anyone else.

“So, I think that we can agree that we have a main suspect,” Captain Sands says. “The questions are, how certain can we be, and if it is him, was he acting alone?”

“Of all the people who’d actually murder proponents of Lyson projects, he wasn’t high on my list,” I say. “I mean, obviously he’d disapprove of the projects, but – ”

“What makes you so sure this is about Lyson projects?” Captain Sands asks as we leave the room.

“Um... because it’s the only thing that the victims have in common?”

“That’s not necessarily indicative. It’s possible that somebody had a personal quibble with Renn, and the Friend was simply in the way – plenty of people do not value the lives of Friends, and it’s very easy to develop a grudge against one’s psychologist. Or, there’s the other thing that they both have in common.”

“What?”

“At the time of the murder, they were both translating Kinoshita Keiko’s extremely informative diary.”

“Is this conspiracy stuff again? Yeah, Captain Kinoshita was part of our ship’s weird science experiment, fine. And this may or may not have something to do with whatever Antarctica was or wasn’t doing on Earth. But the randomly awoken crew aren’t part of her weird conspiracy or of Antarctica’s weird conspiracy. They were woken up randomly. The chances are absurd.”

“I was woken up randomly, and I was put here as an agent to prevent such sabotage. We don’t know the density of players seeded through the ship.”

“There were five thousand people put in chronostasis on this ship. It’s not a giant game of counterspy.”

“Denish admitted that he went to inspect the aft engines tonight. The engines that may have malfunctioned naturally, or may have been sabotaged. It’s possible that since we’re now seriously looking into this issue, he was attempting to hide evidence of – ”

“Captain, as the current resident psychologist, I have to ask. Does your family have a history of clinical paranoia?”

“Captain!” Karu rushes over. 

“How goes the medical investigation?”

“Fine, I’ve got Lina in the scanner right now. I ran the bloodwork of the victims while I was scanning, and thought you might want to be informed right away – both of the victims had antidrenomate in their bloodstream.”

“Antidrenomate? You’re certain?”

“Yes.”

“Fatal levels?”

“No. Enough to make someone numb and sleepy, perhaps.”

They were drugged, then. Antidrenomate is a general anaesthetic that’s relatively cheap, easy to manufacture, can be stored unrefrigerated, can be given orally or intravenously, and is extremely unlikely to provoke allergic reactions, but it does have the downside of being fatal when overdosed, like pre-Neocambrian anaesthetics. The ship definitely has a good supply of it; any decent medical facility does. 

“Karu,” I say, “that medicine cabinet with the broken lock. Did it contain antidrenomate?”

“Yes. I’d have to confirm if any is missing, but we do store some in there.”

“It’ll be missing whether it was stolen or not, since it’s inside Renn and the Friend.” But this is vital information. It means that this attack was definitely premeditated, not an attack of opportunity, which practically clears Tinera from an active role – she had no way to know in advance that she’d be able to leave the ring. And if the cabinet was broken into to obtain the drugs, then that just about clears Lina and our living Friend, too, since they’re doctors and can just unlock the cabinets.

“Find out if it’s missing,” Sands says. “If it was taken from another cabinet, then that means that Lina or our Friend almost certainly did it. Again, we’re certain it’s antidrenomate?”

“Yes. It’s very easy to detect and very distinctive.”

“Alright. Thank you for the information.”

Karu leaves. Captain Sands frowns into the distance for a bit.

“Is it important, that it’s specifically antidrenomate?” I ask.

“Hard to say. It’s a very common anaesthetic; it could mean nothing. But, well... I know you don’t like to be informed of this sort of thing, Aspen, but I feel that it’s quite relevant for you to know that antidrenomate is the weapon of choice of our resident Angel of Death.”

That’s the second time someone’s used that phrase today. “What’s an Angel of Death?”

Captain Sands sighs. “An Angel of Death is a doctor who takes it upon themselves to – ah, speak of the angel.”

I follow his gaze to see the Friend approaching. (The living one. Obviously.) It clearly should still be in the medbay, leaning heavily on a set of crutches for balance and squinting against the light like somebody incredibly hung over. 

“Friend,” Sands greets it with a wave. “How can we help you?”

“The question is how this Friend can help you, Captain.” It fixes its gaze solidly on Captain Sands. “It is here to confess to murder.”
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We head for our temporary interrogation room. The Friend collapses onto the bed and puts its head in its hands. 

“I’m going to be up-front with you, Friend,” Sands says. “You don’t look to be in a physical state to have killed anyone. Were you working alone?”

“Yes.”

“So you killed two people and don’t have a physical mark on you, but you can barely walk.”

“It was a surge of adrenaline. It happens.”

“Hmm. Alright, walk us through it, then.”

“This Friend had a psychologist appointment with Dr Renn Sunn earlier in the day. From casual conversation, it knew that he’d be skipping Movie Night to work more on the translations. It figured he’d be alone. So it waited until Karu did kes final checks before Movie Night, then stole an adrenaline shot and a kitchen knife and waited. When it figured it was about time, this Friend dosed itself with adrenaline to compensate for this nerve problem and headed out to the unused Network and Engineering ring, where it figured he’d be. It was right, but he had company.”

“Then what?”

“Well, it was hopped up on adrenaline at the time, and it wasn’t going to get a better shot. The other Friend left, and this Friend leapt into action... but the other Friend returned before it had finished. The other Friend attacked, and this Friend had no choice but to defend itself. It was easier than expected; the other Friend was so small. The adrenaline wore off and this Friend had just about collapsed, so it returned to the medbay with the intention of confessing when it woke up.”

Captain Sands and I exchange a glance.

“And at what point,” Sands says, “did you drug Dr Sunn with antidrenomate?”

I’m looking for it, and I see it. The expression of utter confusion that flashes across the Friend’s face.

“R-right. Yes, sorry, this Friend forgot that part.” It rubs its temples. “It drugged him in advance, to make the kill easier. It drugged his food.”

“And that’s all you have to say?”

“Yes.”

“Interesting. So when did you drug the other Friend?”

“Um. Well...”

“Why drug the other Friend, if it wasn’t supposed to be there? And while we’re on the topic, why not fatally poison Dr Sunn? It is your usual method of operation, isn’t it? A knife fight seems unnecessarily risky for you. Especially since you claim the other Friend attacked you, but I don’t see any bruises or scratches, despite your current lack of physical coordination.”

The Friend doesn’t react. I don’t think it’s listening. It’s staring at the wall, apparently deep in thought.

“Friend?” Sands asks.

“How much antidrenomate?”

“Karu says it was enough to make them sleepy but not enough to kill. Why?”

“Captain, what would you say if someone you trust – argh!” the Friend doubled over, clutching at its skull, its breathing ragged.

“Friend?” I ask, stepping closer. I put a hand on its shoulder. It doesn’t respond. “Friend?”

The captain pulls one of its eyelids back and shines a light into its eye. No response. 

“Get Karu,” he tells me, and I run off.

Karu’s not far away, and getting the barely-conscious Friend back to the medbay is a simple affair. We watch Karu and Heli wheel the stretcher away. 

“That was the most pathetic attempt at a false confession I’ve ever seen,” Captain Sands remarks.

“Have you seen many?”

“Well, you know. In movies.”

“Those are scripted. The Friend’s sick and working on limited information. It was doing its best with what it had.”

“Why falsely confess, though? I understand that it’d rather put itself in danger than somebody else, but surely it understands that letting a murderer run around undiscovered is far more dangerous to humanity than having them brought to justice.”

“I suppose that depends on your definition of justice,” I say neutrally. “I wonder what it wanted to tell us about antidrenomate.”

“It was probably wondering why the murderer used a knife at all if they could access the drug,” the captain shrugs. “We can find out when it wakes up. Let’s interview Lina so we can all go to bed.”

Lina doesn’t have anything interesting to add to the case. I don’t expect her to; she’s one of the least likely suspects. And then I go to bed.

A couple of hours later, I wake up in a cold sweat, trying to remember what I’d been dreaming about. I’d been leaning over a body, carefully wiping the fingerprints off the knife in its back, which was hard to do with the hand in the way, still holding it. Whose hand had it been? The Public Universal Friend’s, I think, the living one, who’d once been so upset with me for sacrificing other lives to save Denish for the feeble reason that he was a crewmate, someone who would soon become a friend. Friends don’t have friends; they’re incapable of such weakness, and would have no problem killing each other or the ship’s psychologist if they deemed it necessary. How sick was the Friend, really? Could its confession have been a double bluff? 

No. It wasn’t that good an actor, and it certainly wouldn’t let a crewmate take the fall for its crimes. I don’t think the hand in my dream was the Friend’s, anyway; it was much darker. It might’ve been Tinera’s. Tinera, who regretted nothing and was sharp as a blackberry thorn, someone who could kill and lie about it without betraying a hint of guilt, because she made it a policy to never feel any. She’d been locked in the ring for all she knew, but one thing that Tinera was exceptionally good at was coordinating teams, and this had probably been an operation of two or more people, anyway. Tal would definitely be able to bypass the locks for her. Tal, who had been in the ring at the right time... maybe it had been kes hand on the knife in my dream? Ke might have done the deed kesself, or been there to confirm that the targets were there and unlock the doors for Tinera... either way, ke had been present, and had just coincidentally run into the exact person who was most suspicious, and thrown him under the bus.

Although, Adin was a very, very strong suspect. The strongest. Between his presence outside the ring, his knife being used, and dosing up on neurostimulants... if he was already breaking into the medicines for neurostims, maybe he grabbed the anaesthetic at the same time. He’d fetched wine for his friends, maybe he’d fetched wine for Renn and the Friend too, and poisoned it then. It could have been his hand on the knife, in my dream? 

I think the hand was bigger, though, with a strong, firm grip. Like Denish. Anyone else involved would be complicated; Denish was simple. He was strong enough to put the knife through the Friend’s heart, strong enough to easily take on both the Friend and Renn without getting injured, especially if they were drugged. If he was heading out to commit murder, he could’ve avoided running into Adin or Tal by using airlocks that we didn’t tend to use, moving along the less used side of the rings. Denish, the gentle giant who’d once grinned at me and said, relieved, that he was so happy the crew wouldn’t have to kill or dismember me in self defence. Looking at the whole setup of this colony, with the convict labour and the kill switches in their hearts, it was clear who would be at risk if Lyson projects took off. Self defence is self defence.

But would Denish bother with drugs, though? Perhaps the hand on the knife in my dream was Lina’s. I still don’t know what crimes Lina committed on Earth, but Captain Sands seems to think they were bad. Lina, a doctor, would be more likely to sneak someone an anaesthetic than Denish would. If the Friend had done such a thing, it would probably have just killed them with the drug like it apparently did to its Earthly victims, but Lina had no such history and might not think that way. 

I try to remember what the fingers had looked like as I desperately tried to get under them to clean their prints from the knife. Long? Short? Thick? Thin? Pale? Dark? Whose hand had it been?

Wait. No. Now I remember. I’d been wondering this in the dream, too, scrubbing away. It had seemed to keep shifting under my eyes, until I finally recognised the hand.

It had been mine.

It was the body on the floor that was hard to identify. It might’ve been Lina, or Denish, or Adin or Tal, or Tinera, or our doctor Friend. I hadn’t been able to tell, before waking up. All I knew for sure was that I was stabbing a friend in the back. Stabbing a crewmate in the back. Stabbing... 

I rub the sleep from my eyes and get up. I don’t think I’ll be sleeping any more tonight.

I totter out of my room to make myself a cup of horrible ancient coffee, and find Sunset wandering around, admiring the painted flowers, sipping from her own cup. “Hi, Aspen. Can’t sleep?”

“Yeah, seeing the dead bodies of our crewmates will do that,” I say.

“This sucks. This whole thing sucks. But I guess it sucks extra hard for you.” She gives me a commiserating smile.

“Why for me? They’re all your crewmates, too.” I expect to get ‘I told you soed’ by Captain Sands at some point, but if everyone’s going to rub my trust in my face... 

“Yeah, but... you spent a whole year as their captain while the rest of us were still asleep. And right now, we all have friends among the suspects, obviously, but no one’s friends with all the suspects. I can sit here and think, well, whoever it was, Tal and Lina are definitely innocent, but they’re all your friends, right? So, no matter who it was...”

“Maybe it is Tal or Lina. Maybe both.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

“Then I’m wrong. But at least then I can feel properly betrayed when we know for sure. Whereas you know right now that you’ve definitely been betrayed, but you don’t know by whom. Which has to suck. I’m sorry.”

I don’t need people feeling sorry for me. “Your friends are the ones currently having to share residence with one or more murderers,” I point out. “Feel sorry for them.”

“Yeah, that’s true.” She sips her coffee. “You don’t think they’re in danger, do you?”

“If any of them were going to hurt or kill each other, they wouldn’t wait this long,” I point out. “Besides, if you’re worried about that, we could be in the same boat.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that this is really looking like a group project. It’s possible that one person stole the anaesthetic, poisoned their victims, and then came back to kill them, but it’s more likely to be a group effort. Denish is strong enough to wield the knife, but I don’t think he’d think to poison the victims first. Adin might’ve done it while on neurostimulators, but if he wanted both Lyson project proponents then his timing was too good to be just a blind guess – somebody probably tipped him off that they were both in NAER 2. And even if we do accept that either of them might be capable of something like this, which I’m still having trouble believing by the way, then neither strike me as the kind of person who’d decide to do it on their own. It seems like someone else might rope them into it. And Captain Sands thinks it might not be about the Lyson project thing at all, that it might be about Captain Kinoshita’s notes and some weird conspiracy that stretches back to Earth.”

Sunset frowns. “What conspiracy?”

“It’s really complicated and kind of nonsensical. My point is, it’s extremely likely that more people were involved in this than just the knife wielder. A drug supplier, for one. A mastermind, possibly. Depending on how everything was put together.” 

“What’s your point?”

“My point is, the reason that everyone in that habitation ring is a suspect is because the rest of us were all within eyesight of each other when the attack occurred. So we know for certain that one of them was holding the knife. But no other part of this necessitates being in that ring when the murders happened. In fact, when it comes to getting the timing correct, if you wanted to make sure that your targets were together and none of the rest of this habitation ring was going to interrupt you, you’d ideally want a coordinator up here, playing computer games with everyone else, and letting you know when to proceed.

“We know for sure that at least one of them were guilty. But we have nothing at all to prove that we’re all innocent.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

005: ACCOMPLICE

[image: image]


Sunset’s eyes widen, and I regret my words immediately. They’re correct,  but the immediate aftermath of a murder in a confined space probably isn’t the time to be reminding people not to trust their neighbours. If anyone in Habitation Ring 1 is involved, the truth will come out when we prove that Adin – or someone else, if it was someone else – actually held the knife. There’s no sense in creating further chaos in the meantime.

Ah well. Most people would’ve figured this out already anyway, and it would’ve occurred to Sunset soon enough.

I guess we’re not the only ones having trouble sleeping, as all of Habitation Ring 1 is up really early for breakfast. Karu, eyes bloodshot with fatigue, reports yesterday’s findings as we all eat toast and argue about whose job it should be to make bread while Adin’s locked up.

“First things first,” Karu says, forcing us to table the bread discussion for the moment, “our living Public Universal Friend looks like it will recover just fine. This nerve problem seems to have caused some minor inflammation in the brain, but we seem to have caught it before any permanent damage. I’ve got it under sedation right now and on a drug cocktail that seems to be working. I expect it to make a full recovery, but I guess we’ll have to find out.”

“Do we know what caused this problem?” Captain Sands asks. 

“There are a couple of possibilities. I ran bloodwork, and it might be an infection.”

“Contagious? Dangerous?”

“Unknown. Nothing’s showing up in any of the common assays, so if it’s a pathogen, it’s a really rare one. Much more likely, however, is that our Friend has developed an autoimmune disorder.”

“Is that better or worse than a pathogen?” I ask.

Karu shrugs. “Better for the crew, since it wouldn’t be contagious. Worse for our Friend, since it’s much harder to treat. I ran a breath screen and I can confirm that if it is a pathogen, it’s not airborne,  so we should be fine if we avoid fluid exchange with our infected Friend. In fact I’d recommend avoiding fluid exchange in general, since without knowing what this is I can’t estimate an incubation time or the chances that anyone else might already be an asymptomatic carrier.”

“Well,” Captain Sands says, “we’re already supposed to be avoiding fluid exchange due to the genetically engineered immune systems some of the crew have, so everyone... keep doing that. And report to the medbay immediately if you start experiencing any of the Friend’s symptoms. What about the other health screens you ran yesterday? Anything to report?”

“A few pertinent things, yes. First, Adin Klees did indeed have neurostimulators in his bloodstream.”

“Had he taken them recently enough to have the enhanced strength at the time of the murder?”

“That... depends on his individual metabolism. I have no way of knowing how quickly he metabolises neurostimulators, so I can’t draw a dosage and side effect timeline. I’ve looked up the Friend’s previous dosage schedule for him and tried to estimate, but a lot of it also depends on how much he chose to give himself after stealing them. I’d say, based on what I found in his blood, that it would be fairly unlikely for him to have had enhanced strength at the time, but it’s not impossible. However, it’s worth noting that Adin’s arms and hands are completely free of any sign of fractures, pulled muscles, bruising, or the like.”

“None at all?”

“Completely clear.”

“Is that important?” Sam asks.

“It means he probably didn’t use superstrength to stab someone in the heart,” I explain. “Neurostimulators temporarily increase strength in the same way that they increase speed and acuity; one of their effects is to make the body unable to feel the normal signals that slow it down or moderate force. Someone on fresh neurostims might be able to lift three times their own weight, but they’ll tear muscles and crack bones doing it.”

“It’s still possible for Adin to have committed the murders,” Sands points out. “He’d just have to be pretty lucky not to hurt himself doing it.”

“Lina Chisolm, meanwhile,” Karu continues, “has two broken bones in her right hand, significant bruising on her right arm, and deep scratches on her head, hidden by her hair.”

We all stare.

“Lina?” Heli asks. “Really?”

Karu shrugs. “She claims that she fell over last night and didn’t notice the broken bones because she was extremely drunk. And she was, indeed, extremely drunk when I took her blood.”

“Drunk before or after the murders?” Captain Sands asks. “had she been drinking all night, or did she kill two people and then drink a lot right after?”

“Impossible to tell. Interviewing the others might answer that question, if you can trust them to tell the truth.”

“Or to remember,” I point out. “They were all somewhat drunk except Tal, who wasn’t there most of the night.”

“Karu, do the blood tests confirm that impression?” Captain Sands asks.

“Well, yeah. They all had varying amounts of alcohol in their system, including Tal. And including our two victims, of course – I ran a screen on the wine found at the scene and discovered that both glasses contained antidrenomate.”

“DNA tests confirm that the two victims drank from the two glasses as well,” Heli adds. “If anyone was wondering.”

“Fingerprints?” Captain Sands asks. “Did our murderer touch the glasses or the bottle?”

Heli shrugs. “It’s surprisingly hard to get good fingerprints from a glass that’s been handled a lot. We didn’t find any prints that couldn’t have been from the two victims, though.”

“Interesting to note,” Karu adds, “the wine in the glasses was poisoned. The wine in the bottle was not.” 

“Wait,” I say, “the killer poisoned the glasses directly? Not the bottle? Why? And how? Slipping them a poisoned bottle, I can see, but there’d have to be wine already in the glasses to slip the poison in, so how...?” I stop talking, realising the answer before I even finish the question. Why poison two glasses and not the bottle? If someone you didn’t want to poison was drinking from the bottle. Perhaps there had been a third, unpoisoned glass; it was the only explanation. How would you poison the glasses and not the bottle? If you were there with them, while they were drinking. Drinking from a third glass. 

And so far as we knew, one person had been present shortly before the murder.

“You said Tal had a little alcohol in kes system?” Sam asks, reluctantly.

“Tal wouldn’t do that,” Sunset says immediately.

“There’s no way it could be anyone else,” Heli says.

“Tal’s not very observant when ke’s concentrating on something,” I point out. “Ke said that ke didn’t see Renn and the Friend, just heard them. If a third person wasn’t talking much, or if they left while Tal was still absorbed in kes work...” but I can’t make myself believe it. It’s too complicated, too chancy. The best way to convince someone to drink is to drink with them, so if you wanted to be absolutely sure you could drug them in time for the killer to show up...

“Did Tal show any suspicious injuries?” Captain Sands asks.

“No.”

That’s not surprising – ke doesn’t have to have wielded the knife in order to drug them. Although if Tal is guilty, then Adin probably isn’t – the pair were too eager to dob each other in to be working together. Throwing your co-conspirator under the bus like that is a great way to get caught. If Tal did the drugging, then either Denish or Lina probably wielded the knife. But where did Tal get the drugs if Adin had been the one breaking into the medical supplies? Maybe Adin hadn’t been breaking in. I’d assumed he’d illegitimately acquired his neurostims, but I wouldn’t put it past our medical Friend to have simply kept supplying him against the captain’s orders. Once it wakes up, it can clear that up for us.

“Any other pertinent information?” Captain Sands asks.

Karu shakes kes head. “I’ll get you the full reports for everyone, Captain, but nothing else I saw seemed relevant.”

“Thank you,” Captain Sands says. “Anyone else have anything pertinent to report?”

Nobody does. The meeting concludes quickly, and I eat my remaining toast way too quickly and get out of there.

Because something’s just occurred to me. Why poison the glasses, and not the bottle? Well, if you’re Tal, then sure, you might do that to share the wine with your targets without poisoning yourself, but I don’t think Tal’s a good enough liar to be guilty. Maybe it was another person in there drinking with them, that Tal didn’t notice. Or maybe there was no third drinker; maybe the glasses were somehow poisoned by someone for a different reason.

Another reason that you might poison the glasses instead of the bottle is to control the dosage. If you were trying to sedate two people and you didn’t know how much they were each likely to drink, you couldn’t just deliver a drugged bottle; one might drug themselves into unconsciousness while the other was still very alert. You’d have to drug them separately; thus, the glasses. Would Tal miss a third drinker being present the whole time? Probably not. But would ke miss someone slipping in with some alcohol for the two researchers, filling some glasses for them and leaving them the bottle? Maybe. 

But that raises another question – or really, brings an existing question into sharp relief. If you’re going to drug two people and stab them, why not just drug them to death and save yourself the stabbing? Anyone poisoning the individual glasses to be careful about dosage would have to be someone who knew enough about medicine to know the correct dosage (Lina, probably). So why not just overdose them? Why would Lina drug them, let it work, and then come back to kill them with a kitchen knife?

What are our options here? Adin, Lina, or Denish were most likely to have wielded the knife. Either Tal drugged the pair, kept an eye on them until the drugs started to take effect and went to get the killer, or somebody else slipped them the glasses of drugged wine while Tal didn’t notice. That ‘someone else’ could’ve been anyone except Tinera (whose presence would definitely be questioned by Renn and the Friend) or our living Friend (who had clearly been unaware of the drugs during its false confession), but... probably wasn’t Lina, come to think of it, because Lina wouldn’t have had to break a lock to get the antidrenomate. Oh, and while either Tal or Adin could be involved, they were very unlikely to be working together, or they wouldn’t have dobbed each other in so quickly when we first started questioning them. If I can get one certain thing, one solid bit of evidence that isn’t possibly just luck or possibly unrelated, one solid fact that pins someone to this, I’m sure I can unravel the rest. I bite my lip, and try not to think about wiping the fingerprints off the murder weapon. 

There must be something else, though, besides the weapon. Knowing who took the antidrenomate would be a solid start. Unfortunately, there’s unlikely to be any physical evidence to that crime any more, and we don’t even know specifically when it happened, and it’s not like I can just look back in time and –

Wait a minute.

Wait a minute.

I head for NAER 1 and settle down at a terminal. Poking through my own computer history, I’m able to locate the feed to a camera I previously accessed. Come on, come on... yes! It still works! It’s still on! I open it up and have a view of the medbay where Karu’s liver transplant took place. It seems that the captain forgot to take the spy camera back down.

It’s not a good view of the medbay, just the corner that the operation had taken place in. But it does show the very edge of the medicine cabinet that had been broken into. Now, the big question; can I get the AI to show me past footage? It’s always a bit evasive with old information, but we’ve had no problem accessing footage from space suit cameras and such. I think it’s just its own native systems that it thinks to protect, so this little spycam is probably easy.

It is! The AI gives me access to old footage without a fight. Now, I just need to check the footage between the time that Renn made his stupid opinion about Lyson projects known, and the time that Karu told me of the broken lock.

Problem: I don’t remember when specifically either of those things happened.

I do remember that the broken lock conversation had happened right before Tinera had been confined to Habitation Ring 2, so I ask a few people until I get that date, then come back. Then it’s just a matter of very monotonously skipping back through the footage in search of something suspicious. Most of the time, the camera shows just empty space, although I do occasionally have to skip past someone’s medical exam that I really don’t have the right to be spying on.

I have to go back a surprisingly long way. Shortly after the whole genetically-engineered-crewmates discovery, I see one of my crewmates enter the view of the camera without a doctor. They look around, pull a small piece of metal from their pocket, then lean out of view over the cabinet. After about fifteen seconds, they withdraw with a large medicine bottle in hand, and hurry out of frame.

It’s Heli Graf.
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I watch the footage several times, as if that will somehow make it make more sense. It doesn’t. There’s no reason for Heli not to be involved, I guess, I just... why? She’d been awake for less than a week at this point! Renn hadn’t even made his position clear on Lyson projects yet, so what was the motive? Personal beef with her psychologist? And why involve another person to wield the knife instead of just poisoning them to death? A patsy, maybe; make them look guilty and skip the blame herself? No, that couldn’t work; they’d turn her in anyway if they got caught, surely. So why...?

Unless framing someone was the point. Maybe the whole point was to kill them in a way that made it look like someone else had done it. Heli and Tinera didn’t like each other at all; how long had that gone on? Since the beginning? As soon as we’d got to the murder scene, Heli couldn’t wait to accuse Tinera. Maybe she’d been planning to frame Tinera, and gotten one of the others on her side (probably Adin, if they were dating), and then Tinera had punched her and gotten locked up and so she’d had to wait until Captain Sands unlocked the doors for Tinera and had her ally poison and kill the nearest convenient victims to... 

No, that doesn’t make any sense. Adin wouldn’t frame Tinera like that, and even if my initial judgements about him had been wrong and he was capable of killing, he certainly wouldn’t do so for that reason. None of them would, I can at least be certain of that. I don’t know Heli that well, but I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t, either; it’d be really stupid and risky, for one thing. If she was the kind of person to kill people just to frame someone she didn’t like, she’d have caused a lot more problems in the crew by now.

I find Captain Sands, and show him the footage. He also watches it several times, a pensive look on his face.

“Hmm,” he says. “I have absolutely no idea what to make of this.”

“We should interrogate Heli,” I say. “Get her side of the story and find out – ”

“No. No, Aspen, we should keep this to ourselves for now. We can use this to positively identify our guilty convict if they slip up and reveal they know any of this.”

“They’re not going to do anything that stupid or they would’ve done it already. Interrogating Heli would tell us a lot more, a lot faster.”

“No, not yet. We need more information.”

“This is how we get more information!”

“And how do you intend to explain to Heli, or to anyone else, how you came by this information?”

I stare, dumbfounded. “Are you serious? We’re dealing with a double homicide and you don’t want the crew at large to find out about the little spycam you forgot to take down?”

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Aspen, but crew harmony and trust is not high right now. Sowing doubt and chaos is hardly a good idea while tensions are high.”

“Tensions are high because there’s at least one murderer on the crew. I think dealing with that is a little more important than keeping your paranoid spying secret so you don’t have to deal with  – ”

“I didn’t spy on that operation, Aspen. You did.”

“Under your orders!”

“And you went through the footage to find this, spying on basically everyone who’s been in that medbay recently. They won’t just be angry at me, Aspen. Are you ready to explain this to them?”

“Sure. Let’s do it.”

“Oh, sure, that’s a great idea. The third-in-command is dead, so let’s critically undermine the crew’s trust in the first and second in command at once. That won’t create any problems.”

I shrug. “What’s the worst that could happen? Mutiny? Who cares? I’d rather be deserving of their trust and not have it than be undeserving and lie to keep it. Normally I don’t go out of my way to create drama over your paranoid little side projects, but you’re talking about concealing evidence of a murder so it doesn’t make you look bad.” 

“This murder
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