
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      ALIBIS IN ALPHA SECTOR

      A LADY ELIZABETH COZY IN SPACE

    

    




      
        DIANA XARISSA

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Sector Designations

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

    

    
      
        Bodies in Beta Sector

      

      
        A sneak peek at Bodies in Beta Sector

      

      
        Anxious in Nevada

      

      
        Also by Diana Xarissa

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Text Copyright © 2022 DX Dunn, LLC

        Cover Copyright © 2022 Linda Boulanger – Tell Tale Book Covers

      

      

      

      
        
        All Rights Reserved

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SECTOR DESIGNATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Universally Accepted Galactic Alphabetical Sector Designations

      

      

      

      
        
        Alpha

        Beta

        Chaos

        Delta

        Energy

        Flux

        Galaxy

        Halo

        Ion

        Jupiter

        Krypton

        Light

        Meridian

        Nebula

        Orbit

        Positron

        Quark

        Retrograde

        Solstice

        Transit

        Umbra

        Variable

        Waning

        Xenon

        Ymir

        Zenith

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Author’s Note

      

      

      

      This book came about after a conversation with a fellow author at the 20Booksto50K indie author conference in Las Vegas in November 2021. He suggested that someone should set a cozy mystery on a spaceship, and after giving the idea some thought, I decided to try doing just that.

      When I saw the author again, I told him that I was going to take up the challenge, but only if he agreed to let me use his name for one of the characters. Things snowballed from there, as I spent the rest of the conference getting other author friends to agree to let me use their names in the story.

      So special thanks to the following amazing authors who were kind enough to let me include their names (or their pen names or some other name of their choosing) in this title. Please note that while I’ve used their names, the characters in the story are nothing like the lovely men and women I know.

      
        
        Thanks to:

        Jonathan Brazee

        Anne Chase

        Kelly Collins

        Malorie Cooper

        Carolyn Dean

        Troy Hill

        Shawn Inmon

        Craig Martelle

        Nora Phoenix

        Michael Ryder

        Becca Syme

        Jerry Weible

      

      

      

      I hope you all enjoy cruising on the Lady Elizabeth. I certainly enjoyed writing this one.
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      “At least you’re not on C Deck.”

      The man standing in the corner of the small elevator smiled at me as I pushed the button for B Deck. Everything about him screamed former military, and the hat that showed his former branch and rank confirmed it.

      “Do you think we should be worried that we’re traveling on an unfinished spaceship?” I asked, putting words to the low level of anxiety that I’d been feeling for weeks.

      He shook his head. “InmonCorp has too much riding on the success of this ship to take any unnecessary risks. Launching more or less on time, even with one deck unfinished, was a smart move for them.”

      “I’m surprised they can still run at a profit with one whole deck out of service.”

      “I suspect they aren’t worried about running this sailing at a profit. After everything that’s gone into getting this ship ready, I think they’d be sailing it empty if they had to.”

      I laughed. “Empty? I can’t imagine that happening. It’s the cheapest flight to Val Segas that has ever been offered. I should know. I’ve been wanting to go there forever.”

      “Cheap and efficient luxury space travel. It’s everyone’s dream, and if InmonCorp pulls this off, it may well become a reality.”

      “We all just have to hope that the ship is actually ready for space flight.”

      The man patted the wall. “She’s secure. I wouldn’t be here if she wasn’t.”

      “The elevators are slow, though,” I said as I pushed the B button again. After a moment, the doors slowly slid shut, stuttering slightly as they went. The car lurched upward and then stopped.

      “Are we moving?” I asked.

      “Not at the moment.”

      With nothing else to do, I pushed the B button again. For the next few seconds, the car jumped upward in small hops, each one sending my heart into my throat. Then it stopped and the doors slowly slid open.

      “Where are we?” I asked, peering into the dark corridor in front of us.

      “I think this is C Deck,” was the reply.

      I was just curious enough about the unfinished and supposedly off-limits deck to stick my head out and look up and down. “It’s too dark to see anything.”

      The man pulled a flashlight out of his pocket and switched it on. “The elevators aren’t supposed to stop here,” he said conversationally, as he stepped out of the car. His light revealed nothing more than an empty corridor.

      “We should go,” I suggested.

      “Nothing to see here,” he remarked as he took a step back toward the elevator car.

      A loud groaning sound made me jump.

      “What was that?” I demanded.

      “Let’s find out,” the man replied. He turned and began to walk slowly down the corridor to the left.

      I hesitated for a heartbeat, but after a second similar noise, I rushed after him. We’d gone only a short distance when the light from the flashlight revealed what looked like a large pile of clothes in the middle of an adjacent corridor. It wasn’t until we got much closer that I realized we’d found a person.

      The man was curled up in the fetal position. A pool of blood had gathered under his body.

      “Oh my stars,” I exclaimed.

      “I’m going to go and get help,” the man with me said. “You stay here with the, um, with him.”

      I didn’t get a chance to protest as the man and his precious light disappeared back down the corridor. I tapped on the comms device on my wrist, which gave me just enough light to find a spot on the wall to sit against. I lowered myself to the floor and began to count, trying not to think about the man in front of me.

      “Cat.”

      The sound made me jump. “Cat?” I repeated.

      “Snarky,” he said.

      “Sparky? Your cat is called Sparky?”

      “Talking.”

      “I am talking. Or maybe you’re talking. Do you want me to stop talking?”

      “Snarky talking cat.” The words came out in a rush, and then the man fell silent.

      “Why didn’t I study nursing?” I asked myself, wishing that I could do something to help. “Hello? Are you still, um, awake?” I asked after a short while.

      The silence seemed to echo around me, making me feel small and terrified. I was considering screaming while running back to the elevators when I saw a light coming toward me.

      “Help is on the way,” the retired military man said as he sat down next to me. “I don’t suppose our, um, friend there said anything while I was gone?”

      “No, um, not at all,” I replied. A man was dead, and I didn’t know whom I could trust.

      “It may be a few minutes before anyone gets here. The ship is about to launch.”

      “Surely they won’t launch, not now that we’ve found a dead body.”

      “Are you sure he’s dead?”

      “No, of course not. I didn’t want to get close enough to touch him. I didn’t want to contaminate the crime scene.”

      “What makes you think a crime has been committed?”

      I stared at the man. “There’s a huge pool of blood under the body,” I said eventually.

      The man nodded. “Even so, you shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Let the proper authorities work out what happened.”

      “Surely the proper authorities aren’t going to let us sail, though. This is a long-distance spacecraft. Once we’re cleared to go, we aren’t supposed to stop for several sectors.”

      “All I could do was inform the captain about the, um, incident. The decision to sail or not sail is ultimately his.”

      I let my head drop back against the wall. “It looks as if he was shot. Someone on this spaceship must have shot him,” I said, gesturing toward the man on the floor next to me. “Doesn’t that worry you?”

      The man laughed. “I’m retired military. I can take care of myself.”

      “What about the other five hundred and one people on board?”

      He shrugged. “Space travel is still dangerous on every level. Ships can explode. Pirates can invade. And people can behave unpredictably during long-distance space travel. I was hoping we’d get outside of Alpha Sector before our first incident, but I’m not actually surprised we haven’t.”

      “Alpha Sector?”

      “It’s how time is measured during space travel, or rather, it’s one way to measure time during space travel. People get antsy if they know they’re going to be trapped on a ship for what would be nearly a year in Cenclare time, so the trip gets divided up into sectors. Most space journeys end up being only ten or twelve sectors, but this one will need all twenty-six.”

      “Twenty-six?”

      “The sectors are based on an ancient alphabetical system. We’ll be in each sector for ten days, more or less, based on Cenclare time. But once we sail, we’ll mark time based on the sectors, not Cenclare time.”

      “So today starts Alpha Sector?”

      “Yep, as soon as the ship sails, we’ll be on Alpha Sector, Day One. The ship will provide artificial daylight and a strict schedule, so we’ll feel the passage of time in the same way we would back on Cenclare or anywhere else in the universe.”

      I let my head bounce gently on the wall. “I don’t think I’m ready for space travel.”

      “You’re going to be fine. It’s going to be new for nearly everyone on board, I would imagine. I’m sure it was all explained in the data you were sent when you booked your ticket.”

      “Sure, except I didn’t book my ticket. It was a gift from a friend.”

      “In that case, you have some catching up to do.”

      “I’ll get on that, right after I get out of here.”

      The man nodded and then sat back and shut his eyes. I counted slowly to a hundred and then swallowed hard so I wouldn’t scream.

      “What’s taking so long?” I demanded.

      “As I said, the captain was busy getting everything ready for launch.”

      “Surely he should see what we’ve found here before we launch.”

      “And we’re back to that,” the man said with a frown. “You may be right, but we’ve no control over how things are done on this spacecraft. The captain is in charge, and we have to trust him to do what’s right.”

      “Do you trust him?”

      He chuckled. “I’ve been around for a while. I don’t trust anyone.”

      As he sat back again, eyes closed, I found I couldn’t keep quiet.

      “I’m Diana.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Jonathan, Jonathan Brazee. I retired from the Space Corps a few years ago, and now I travel the world, trying to find…” He trailed off and sighed. “Never mind that. Why are you traveling to Val Segas?”

      How much do I tell a stranger? “It’s one of those places I’ve always wanted to go,” I replied truthfully. “And I never imagined that I’d ever be able to get there.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Space travel ain’t cheap. Of course, I’ve been all the way from one side of the galaxy to the other already, but it’s different when you aren’t flying yourself, rushing in to save a world from destruction or hurrying in to help evacuate a planet that’s dying.”

      “Wow, did you do all of that?”

      “Sure,” Jonathan replied. He stared at me for a second and then shrugged. “Mostly, I crunched data and ran strategic thinking pools, but I got my share of drama and excitement when I was young. I was on Petonia before it blew.”

      “Now I’m impressed.”

      He held out a hand and then turned the light to illuminate his arm. “See that scar? I got that getting off Petonia. I nearly lost my platoon, but we all made it in the end.”

      I stared at the jagged mark that ran from his wrist to his elbow. “I don’t even know what to say to that,” I eventually managed.

      “It’s no big deal,” he replied. “I was just doing what I was being paid to do.”

      He didn’t seem to want to talk, so I sat back and tried to still my anxiety. Five seconds later, I couldn’t stop myself from breaking the scary silence.

      “Do we have to stay here? Surely the captain will be able to find the, er, him without our help.”

      “We have to stay here. We found the man.”

      “Maybe he’s okay. Maybe we should check. We probably should have tried to get him to the medical wing.”

      “He’s well beyond that. I could tell, just by looking at him, that it was too late to do anything.”

      “I don’t have a lot of experience with, um, injured people.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I work with computers. I do some programming, but mostly I’m a bug chaser.”

      “A bug chaser?”

      “Yeah, so when a company creates something new, usually games or other software for average consumers, they send beta copies to a bunch of bug chasers. Our job is to test the software. We’re supposed to play the game or try the recipe programs or use the navigation system in every possible way. Basically, we’re supposed to try to break it. It turns out I’m pretty good at breaking things.”

      Jonathan raised an eyebrow. “Good to know.”

      I flushed. “It’s my job.”

      “And it sounds as if you enjoy it very much.”

      “I enjoy helping companies create the best possible software they can. No one wants to sell billions of copies of a game and then have millions of people complain about it because it glitches after twenty minutes. Lots of people think it sounds like a really fun job, but in reality, it’s hard work and it can be pretty boring. You have to log everything you do in the game, which slows you down, and you have to play it exactly the same way, over and over and over again as the company fixes each of the bugs. Testing companies hire hundreds of new bug chasers every year, but only a handful of them stay with the job for more than six to eight months.”

      “That makes…”

      Jonathan’s words were interrupted by a loud voice that filled the corridor.

      “Good afternoon, everyone. Welcome aboard the Lady Elizabeth. In the grand tradition of sailing, our luxury spacecraft has been named after one of the mythical beings from the ancient stories from our distant past. If anyone knows who Elizabeth was, do let me know.”

      The voice paused, presumably expecting people to laugh. Jonathan and I were silent.

      “As I was saying, welcome aboard. While the ship has a formal name, most of the crew just call her Bessie. This is your ship’s captain, Michael Ryder,” the voice continued. “Bessie has a maximum capacity of one thousand people, but we are sailing today with only five hundred and two people on board.”

      “Or maybe five hundred and one,” Jonathan said, nodding toward the body in front of me.

      I shivered and then turned my attention back to the voice coming through the speakers.

      “We’re unbelievably fortunate to have an actual representative of the Inmon family on board with us. Shawn Inmon is going to be sailing with us through all twenty-six sectors, traveling to Val Segas to open a new InmonCorp hotel and casino there.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “They’re sending Shawn with us,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Do you know him?”

      “Only by reputation. He’s the youngest son, and, as I understand it, not the brightest of the bunch. He’ll have a handler with him, someone who will be keeping him on a very short leash, I assume.”

      “I just want to go to my cabin and forget this morning ever happened. I don’t care about Shawn Inmon or his new casino or his handler. I just want to hide in my room until we get to Val Segas.”

      “Why?” Jonathan demanded.

      “Now, good people of the Lady Elizabeth, we’ll be having champagne toasts on the observation decks as our spacecraft is launched into what will be our Alpha Sector. Each sector will contain ten units that we will call days in order to be consistent with what is familiar to you. We have twenty-six sectors to complete on our travels. Ten planetary excursions are planned to give you all a chance to visit some of the most interesting and exciting planets in the galaxy. If you have any questions about our journey, please feel free to ask any member of staff that you see anywhere on the spacecraft. I think you’ll find that they’re all expertly trained and as excited about our journey as you are.”

      “Why don’t I believe that?” Jonathan muttered.

      “Which part?”

      “Oh, all of it.”

      I frowned. I’d been looking forward to this trip since Jacob had gifted it to me – well, since we’d stopped arguing about it, and I’d agreed to accept the gift, at least. Things were definitely not going as I’d hoped, though.

      “You were going to tell me why you’re so eager to get to Val Segas,” Jonathan said.

      “You’ve each been assigned to a dining schedule for the duration of our journey. If you are unhappy with your assignment, you can speak to our scheduling coordinator and request a change. Changes can be made only as we move between sectors, so please understand that you will need to follow your current schedule for the duration of Alpha Sector,” the voice said.

      I glanced at my comms device and then tapped through a few screens. “I hate my schedule,” I said as I scrolled through my dining assignments.

      Jonathan shrugged. “You’re probably better off just living with it. I would imagine the scheduling coordinator is going to have hundreds of complaints today.”

      “I have breakfast at six and then lunch at two and dinner at four. The gaps don’t make sense, and dinner is far too early.”

      “And now, if you’d all like to sit back and relax, we’re about to blast off.”  The voice sounded excited, but I felt sick.

      “I hate this,” I muttered as the sound of the engines filled the air.

      “Take a few deep breaths. Once we get to space, it will be smooth sailing,” Jonathan assured me.

      I closed my eyes and pushed myself back against the wall as hard as I could. Counting didn’t seem to help, so I tried reciting random facts as they popped into my head.

      “Three quarters of space accidents are non-fatal,” I muttered.

      “You are safer in space than you are in your own home.”

      “Only eleven thousand people have died in space-related accidents in the past fifty years. More people have died from animal attacks than space accidents.”

      “It’s the croccigators,” Jonathan said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Croccigators are the animals most likely to attack humans. There is an attack every day on Cenclare, and most of the nearby planets have similar issues with the beasts.”

      “That’s why I stay away from the water.”

      “There are half a dozen croccigators in the hold on this ship, but you didn’t hear that from me.”

      My jaw dropped. “Why would anyone bring croccigators into space?”

      “They’re on their way to a zoo on Val Segas. They usually have to travel on special ships that are designed to carry deadly animals, but InmonCorp got some sort of special permit to carry them aboard the Elizabeth.”

      “Why do I feel like I’m an extra in a horror video?”

      Jonathan laughed. “It’s more of a murder mystery right now.”

      “But the croccigators are going to get out in the next scene, aren’t they?”

      “I certainly hope not. I’m not sure there’s a sufficient security team on board to deal with them if they do.”

      I frowned at him. “There ought to be a large security team on board. What if we run into pirates?”

      “That’s a very good question, one I’m sure InmonCorp has put a lot of time and effort into answering.”

      “How large is the security team?”

      “I’ve no idea, but there are only five hundred or so people on the ship. As I understand it, over four hundred and fifty of them are passengers.”

      “We’re all going to die,” I muttered, letting my head fall back and hit the wall behind me. “Between the croccigators and pirates and goodness knows what else, we’re all going to die.”

      “At this point, I’m mostly worried about whoever killed our friend here.”

      I looked over at the man on the floor and shivered. “I don’t suppose it could have been an accident.”

      A loud clanging noise made me jump. A moment later, lights began to flicker on around us. One glance at the man next to me was enough to show me that he was dead. I jumped to my feet and took several quick steps away from him.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” Jonathan said as he stood up more slowly. “Whoever is put in charge of the investigation is going to want to talk to you.”

      “I can’t tell them anything,” I countered. “I just want to get to my cabin and forget this ever happened.

      Before Jonathan could reply, we could hear footsteps coming down the corridor.

      “We’re here,” Jonathan said loudly.

      Three men came around the corner a moment later.

      “How unfortunate,” one of them said as they approached the body.

      “A tragic accident,” another suggested.

      The third frowned. “He was shot.”

      “How did he get onto C Deck?” the first man demanded. He spun around and glared at me.  “How did you get onto C Deck?” he snarled.

      “The elevator stopped here. We got out only because we could hear someone moaning,” I explained, struggling to keep my voice steady under the man’s angry glare.

      “I think we need to start over,” Jonathan said, stepping closer to me and putting his hand on my shoulder. “I’m Jonathan Brazee, and this is Diana Dunn.”

      “We are aware of exactly who you are,” the second man said. He was tall, with dark hair and cold eyes.

      “But we don’t know who you are,” Jonathan replied. “And I assume you’re going to want our cooperation in this matter.”

      The three men exchanged glances.

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot here,” the dark-haired man said eventually. “Let’s get away from here and talk.”

      He led us back down the corridor and into a waiting elevator before I could speak. As the elevator began to move, I tried to remember if I’d told Jonathan my last name or not.
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      “This way,” the man said as the elevator doors opened on X Deck. He exited in front of us and then marched down the corridor, stopping in front of a door marked “Authorized Personnel Only.” The door slid open as he waved a keycard over the panel next to it.

      “Have a seat,” he told us, gesturing toward the chairs that surrounded the large table in the center of the room.

      Jonathan held out a chair for me and I dropped into it, feeling exhausted and overwhelmed. He patted my shoulder before he sat down next to me.

      The dark-haired man crossed to the wall and tapped a code into a panel there. The panel slid open to reveal a small bar.

      “Water or something stronger?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “Water,” I replied.

      “Whisky,” Jonathan said.

      The man put drinks in front of us and then poured himself something clear out of a blue bottle. I didn’t know enough about alcohol to know what it was, but the fancy bottle told me that it was something expensive.

      As the man sat down across from me, the door opened. The two men who’d been with us on C Deck walked in. The taller of the two poured drinks for both himself and the other man, and then they took seats on either side of the dark-haired man. No one spoke for several moments.

      “Are you waiting for one of us to confess?” Jonathan eventually asked in a conversational tone.

      “That would make things a good deal easier,” the man in the middle replied.

      “Let’s start with introductions,” Jonathan suggested.

      The trio exchanged glances. The man on the left who had short brown hair and thick glasses over his brown eyes smiled at both of us.

      “I would have thought you’d have already recognized me,” he said.

      “You’re Shawn Inmon,” Jonathan replied. “I did recognize you.”

      “Call me Shawn, of course,” he said. “I’m just an ordinary passenger, really, just like everyone else on this amazing spacecraft. Oh, my father owns half of the universe, including this ship, but otherwise, I’m just an ordinary guy.”

      I hid my smile behind my glass, taking a large sip of water to stop myself from speaking.

      “Mr. Inmon is the guest of honor on this ship,” the man in the middle barked. “He is not to be disturbed by anyone under any circumstances.”

      Shawn sat back and grinned. “Jerry worries about me. But I don’t mind talking to other people. What I can’t do is help you get a better room or nicer meals or anything like that. The captain and his crew are responsible for all of those things. I’m just here to observe.”

      “And we’re delighted to have you,” the third man muttered.

      Jonathan looked over at him. “Captain Michael Ryder, I presume.”

      The man nodded. His hair was a shade or two lighter than Shawn’s, and his eyes were a stunning shade of green. I didn’t like or trust any of them, but Captain Ryder seemed the least terrifying, even if he was wearing a dark blue uniform with shiny buttons and a row of medals and awards.

      “I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name,” Jonathan said to the man in the middle.

      “I didn’t give it,” was the cold reply.

      I swallowed hard and started counting slowly. There was no way I was going to break the uncomfortable silence. I was at three thousand and six when Shawn chuckled.

      “Jerry, I’m afraid we’re giving our passengers here the wrong idea about all of this,” he said. “Jonathan, Diana, this is Jerry Weible. You can call him Jerry. He’s my assistant, although I should have a better title for him, really. He takes care of everything for me, from minor inconveniences to major concerns.”

      “And where does a murder on your spaceship fall along that scale?” Jonathan asked.

      “Let’s not jump to any conclusions,” Jerry said. “We don’t know that anyone was murdered.”

      “The man was lying in a pool of blood,” I blurted out.

      “Our medical team is with the man now,” Shawn said. “It will be their job to determine what happened to him.”

      “You need the police, not a medical team,” Jonathan told him.

      Shawn looked at Jerry.

      “If the medical team determines that something criminal took place, we will, of course, involve our security team,” Jerry said after a moment.

      Jonathan nodded. “You do have a security team, then.”

      “Of course we do,” Shawn said. “I’m head of it myself.”

      They’re going to cover this entire thing up, and there isn’t anything Jonathan or I can do to stop it. “I thought you were just another passenger,” I said, trying not to sound as upset as I felt.

      “I am, under normal circumstances, but if something were to happen on board that would require security, well, then I’m perfectly positioned to step in and fill that role,” Shawn explained.

      “So what do you think happened to our unfortunate friend?” Jonathan asked.

      The captain cleared his throat. “I don’t think there is any point in speculating. As you were told, the medical team is with him now. They’ll do what they can to save him and then report back to me.”

      “Save him?” I couldn’t stop myself from saying. “He’s dead. Probably shot. Murdered, even.”

      “I wasn’t aware that you were a doctor or a homicide investigator,” Jerry said icily. “According to my notes, you’re simply a bug chaser for a small computer testing company. Or you were, until you were recently let go. I must say, I find it surprising that you chose to spend your meager savings on a one-way ticket to Val Segas.”

      My cheeks burned as I forced myself to count to ten before I replied. “You can say what you like about me. That doesn’t change the fact that a man was murdered on C Deck before we even left Cenclare.”

      Shawn shook his head. “Let’s all calm down,” he suggested. “Captain?”

      The man looked surprised and then nodded. “Yes, of course. Let me assure both of you that everything necessary will be done to clear up today’s incident. This ship is fully prepared to deal with any and all situations that may develop during our extended space journey.”

      “I believe the authorities on Cenclare would be interested in hearing about the dead man,” Jonathan said.

      The captain waved a hand. “We’ve no need to bother them, though. As I said, we are fully equipped to deal with whatever happens on board. We’re on a tight schedule if we’re going to get to Val Segas on time.”

      “Who was he?” I demanded.

      “I’m afraid I can’t answer any questions,” the captain replied. “And I’ll be honest and tell you that I’ve no idea. I’m sure by the time we reach our destination, I’ll have had an opportunity to meet everyone on board, but as we’ve only just launched, I’ve yet to meet more than a handful of guests.”

      “Let’s go back over exactly what happened in that corridor,” Jerry said. “Tell me again how you ended up on C Deck.”

      I glanced over at Jonathan.

      He nodded. “We boarded the elevator together in the lobby. I was heading for my room, and I assume Diana was doing the same.”

      Everyone at the table looked at me. I nodded and then quickly took a sip of water.

      “Diana pushed the button for B Deck and eventually the elevator doors shut. The elevator then rose in fits and starts until the doors opened again. We quickly realized that we were on C Deck because the corridor was unlit. Before the elevator doors shut again, we heard something that sounded like a person groaning. At that point, we decided to investigate.”

      “Do you concur?” Jerry asked me.

      “Um, yeah, that was exactly what happened,” I replied.

      Jerry nodded and then looked back at Jonathan. “What next?”

      “We walked a short distance down the dark corridor. I had a small flashlight with me that I used to light our way. When we reached the spot where the secondary corridor crossed the main corridor, we spotted the, um, body lying on the floor a few feet into the secondary corridor,” he continued.

      “The man was already dead?” Jerry asked.

      Jonathan shrugged. “We could see a lot of blood pooled under the body. Neither of us wanted to get close enough to check for a pulse. In retrospect, we probably should have, though.”

      Jerry frowned. “What did you do next?”

      “I tapped on my comms device, but it couldn’t connect, so I left Diana and walked back toward the elevator to try to call for help. Eventually, I pushed the emergency button in the elevator because I never could get my comms to connect.”

      Jerry turned his cold eyes on me. “And what did you do while you were waiting for Colonel Brazee to return?”

      “I sat on the floor and tried to pretend that I was anywhere in the universe other than there,” I replied. I stared back at the man until I simply couldn’t take it anymore and had to look away.

      “And nothing happened while you were waiting?” he asked.

      “Any number of things might have happened, but I missed them all because I was sitting in a very dark corridor with my eyes shut, wishing I was anywhere else but there,” I said, staring hard at my water glass.

      “What did you and Colonel Brazee talk about when he returned?” was Jerry’s next question.

      I shook my head. “Nothing, really. We were just waiting for help to arrive.” I looked down at the table and tried to pretend that I was safely tucked up in my cabin. That was hard to do, as I hadn’t actually seen my cabin yet.

      I could feel Jerry’s eyes on me, almost as if his stare was burning a hole in the top of my head. After a long silence, he sighed.

      “It’s absolutely vital that you share anything you saw or heard on C Deck with us,” he said.

      “We’ve already done that,” Jonathan said.

      “Have you?” Jerry asked me.

      I felt my cheeks burn as I muttered “yeah.” Jerry narrowed his eyes, and I could tell that he didn’t believe me.

      “We’ve both had a difficult morning,” Jonathan said after an awkward silence.

      Jerry stared at him for a moment and then nodded. “I’m sure you are both eager to get to your cabins,” he said. “Shawn, Michael, do either of you have any additional questions for our guests?”

      “No, no,” Shawn said, looking surprised to have been asked.

      “Not at this time,” the captain replied.

      “Of course, it is essential that you keep today’s unfortunate incident quiet,” Jerry told us. “We wouldn’t want to worry the other guests or even the staff, would we?”

      “Surely they ought to be aware that there is a killer on board the ship,” Jonathan said.

      Jerry smiled tightly. “Again, you’re jumping to perhaps unwarranted conclusions. Leave our team to worry about who may or may not be on this ship. You focus on relaxing and enjoying your trip through the stars. This is the first time you’ve traveled through space outside of the military, isn’t it?”

      Jonathan nodded.

      “So, no worries about having to quell rebellions or fight off pirates this time,” Jerry said. “We have expert chefs ready to prepare gourmet meals. We have a spa where you can have massages or soak in hot baths. We have a games suite with all the modern virtual reality games, including an exclusive opportunity to be among the first people in the universe to try Space Crash Ninety-Seven.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling.

      “Not good?” Jonathan asked.

      “It wasn’t my favorite,” I told him. “It’s basically Space Crash Ninety-Six with minor modifications to the storyline.”

      “I wouldn’t be tempted anyway. Virtual reality doesn’t interest me,” Jonathan said.

      “We’re going to be traveling for the equivalent of over two hundred and fifty days,” Jerry said. “That’s a long time, even for a veteran space traveler.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I’ve loaded up my comms with over a hundred books. I should be able to keep myself entertained.”

      “Books?” Shawn asked. “I didn’t realize people still read books.”

      “Books still sell better than video games,” Jonathan told him. “It’s been that way for over five thousand years.”

      “Of course, the ship has a library service,” the captain interjected. “You can access it through your comms device or through your cabin screens. I believe there are over ten million titles available, including some of the most recent releases.”

      “That’s good to know,” Jonathan replied.

      “Have you been to your cabin yet?” Jerry asked Jonathan.

      He shook his head. “That’s where I was heading when we got stuck on C Deck.”

      Jerry tapped on the desk in front of him and frowned at the screen that flickered to life. “You’re in one of our executive suites on A Deck.”

      “Yes, that’s what I requested and paid for.”

      “That gives you access to the dining room at your convenience. You also have the option of having any or all of your meals in your suite. Menus will be provided daily through your comms. Additionally, you have a full kitchen with supplies to prepare your own meals if you prefer. Supplies will be replenished as they are used. If you have any questions, the suites have a dedicated member of the crew to assist you.”

      “Good to know,” Jonathan replied.

      Jerry turned his attention to me. “Ms. Dunn, I see you’re staying in one of our economy cabins on B Deck. Just give me a minute.”

      To do what? I wondered as the man tapped his way through several screens.

      “Ah, here we are,” he said eventually. “Obviously, everyone on the Lady Elizabeth understands that this morning’s incident was upsetting for you. We want all of our guests to experience an enjoyable journey on this long-distance space voyage. I’ve moved you to one of our premium cabins on A Deck. Just my way of apologizing to you for today’s inconvenience.”

      I swallowed hard. “You can’t buy my silence,” I said tightly.

      Jonathan put a hand on my arm. “Take the room,” he said in a low voice.

      “Colonel Brazee gives good advice. I suggest you take it,” Jerry said icily.

      “You’d be crazy not to,” Shawn said. “The economy cabins are no bigger than broom closets. You’d go mad before we get through the first sector or two. Economy cabins only have showers as well. The premium rooms have bathtubs with space views. The economy cabins don’t have any views at all.”

      “All of our cabins are lovely,” the captain insisted. “The economy cabins meet all governmental minimum standards for long-distance space travel and include simulated space views that provide an adequate substitute for an actual portal into space. Of course, our premium cabins are larger and more luxurious, but I’m sure you’d have been just as satisfied with your originally booked space.”

      Jerry cleared his throat. “I’ve already had your bags relocated to your new cabin,” he told me. “They’ll be waiting for you when you arrive.”

      “Thank you,” I muttered.

      “Premium cabins also come with the ability to dine on your own schedule,” he added. “You’ll be asked to register for mealtimes each evening for the next day in order to allow our staff to assign tables accordingly. What time would you like to have lunch and dinner today?”

      “What time is it?” I’d completely lost track.

      “It’s half past eleven, Cenclare time,” he replied. “We’ll continue to use Cenclare time on board, as it simplifies things.”

      “We won’t be using Space Time?” Jonathan asked, clearly surprised.

      “Obviously, the captain and the crew will be using Space Time for all official purposes, but in passenger areas, we thought it would be easiest to keep everyone on Cenclare time. This is the first time most of our travelers have been to space. We’re doing everything we can to make the journey as easy as possible for them,” Jerry explained.

      “Val Segas uses Space Time, as do most planets, actually, including most of the ones we’ll be visiting,” Jonathan replied.

      “We are considering transitioning the ship to Space Time during the journey,” the captain said. “But for now, we’re using Cenclare time.”

      Jonathan didn’t look happy with that answer, but he didn’t argue any further. Jerry turned his attention back to me.

      “Lunch and dinner?” he snapped.

      “I’m not hungry,” I said, almost without thinking.

      “Put her down for lunch at one and dinner at six,” Jonathan said. He patted my arm and smiled at me when I looked at him. “You should eat. Space travel is hard on the body. You need to do everything you can do to keep yourself in peak condition.”

      “Your meals for today are scheduled,” Jerry told me. “As I said earlier, before you go to bed tonight, make sure you schedule your meals for tomorrow.”

      I nodded. I’d set a reminder on my comms device as soon as I left the room, but I wasn’t going to do that in front of Jerry and his friends.

      “I think we’re done here,” Jerry said. He looked at Shawn and the captain who both shrugged.

      “Welcome aboard,” Shawn said suddenly. “We’re delighted that you chose to travel with InmonCorp. This is our first long-distance space journey, but it won’t be our last. The Lady Elizabeth is just the first of what will be an entire fleet of long-distance spacecraft that will be service by 7030.”

      “Good to know,” Jonathan said after an awkward pause.

      “Let me show you to your cabins, then,” Jerry said. He got to his feet and walked to the door.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Jonathan whispered in my ear. “Just go along for now. I’ll find you later, and we’ll figure out what’s going on.”

      Jerry frowned at us and then led us out of the room. He walked us to the elevators and, once inside a car, selected A Deck. When we emerged, he turned left.

      “Colonel Brazee, your suite is just along here,” Jerry said. “This is yours.”

      He stopped in front of a door. When he waved his hand across the panel next to it “S02” appeared on the panel. “Your comms should open the door,” he told Jonathan.

      Jonathan held his wrist unit against the door, and it silently slid open. I caught a quick glimpse of what looked like a large and comfortable sitting room before Jerry turned and began to walk away.

      “I don’t have all day,” he snapped as I rushed after him. When I glanced back at Jonathan, he gave me a thumbs up. The old-fashioned gesture made me smile, but it was also oddly comforting.

      We returned to the main corridor and then walked about halfway along it. Jerry stopped in front of another blank door. This time, the panel showed “PC26” when prompted. I held my comms against the panel and the door slid open. As I took a step into the cabin, Jerry caught my arm.

      “Ms. Dunn, I would advise you to focus on enjoying your first trip into space and to forget all about this morning’s unfortunate incident. What happened is none of your business and not your concern. Enjoy your upgraded cabin, your gourmet meals, maybe have a day in the spa. I’ve added a few thousand credits to your account so you can take advantage of everything the Lady Elizabeth has to offer. Do that and stay out of my way and off my radar.”

      He turned and strode away before I could reply. My knees were shaking, and I felt slightly ill as I went inside my cabin and pushed the button to shut the door.
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      I’d spent hours poring over every published bit of information about the Lady Elizabeth. Most of the publicity materials had focused on the luxury suites and premium cabins like the one that was now mine. I’d ignored those photos, instead scouring each press release for the odd opportunity to catch a glimpse of what the economy cabins would include. Over the months of planning, I’d convinced myself that a simulated space view would be exciting enough and that showers were better than baths. Now I stood in the middle of what felt like a huge cabin and stared out the large window that showed me actual space.

      “I can’t believe I’m really here.” The words slipped out as I touched the window, my brain not able to process what I was seeing. “Maybe it would feel more real if I’d been able to watch us leave Cenclare,” I added as the memory of where I’d been during takeoff rushed back to me.

      My suitcases had been neatly stacked at the end of the huge bed. The closet was far larger than it needed to be for my possessions. I hung shirts and trousers on hangers and put socks and underwear into the large drawers. Jerry hadn’t mentioned it, but my fancy cabin also came with its own sanitizer unit, so I wouldn’t have to haul my dirty clothes back and forth to the shared unit in the economy section of the ship.

      I slid my empty cases into the storage area behind the closet and then walked back over to the window. Watching the stars go past should have felt far more exciting than it did.

      “That’s all you get for twenty-six sectors,” I said loudly. “It isn’t actually any better than a simulated screen, really.”

      The large bathroom was considerably better than what I’d been expecting, though. The bathtub was tucked into a corner on its own, the wall behind it a large window. There were jets and bubble tubes and lights and buttons and knobs, and I could only hope that there would be an instruction manual available somewhere. I had a long time to try to figure it all out, of course.

      The shower had quite a few knobs and buttons of its own, but at the center of the console was a large button that read “Quick Start,” which was encouraging. I put my things into the drawers in front of the large mirror over the sink and then washed my hands with the soap that foamed out of the built-in dispenser on the counter. It smelled expensive.

      “I wonder what the soap is like on B Deck,” I thought as I walked back into the main cabin.

      My comms unit buzzed on my wrist. You are scheduled for lunch in five minutes. Please make your way to the A Deck dining room at this time.

      I read the message and then deleted it. Even though I wasn’t hungry, I decided to go and find the dining room. The other option was to curl up in my bed and cry. While that was incredibly tempting, I couldn’t let myself give in to my anxiety. This was only the first day of what was going to be a long journey. I needed to stay strong, no matter what.

      My cabin door slid open. As I stepped into the corridor, my wrist buzzed again.

      Turn left for the dining room.

      Feeling slightly uneasy at being tracked, I turned left and started down the corridor. As I walked, I kept expecting to see other guests, but I made it to the dining room without seeing another person. My comms told me that I’d arrived at the same time as I saw the discreet sign over the otherwise unmarked door. The door slid open as I approached it. The room behind the door was just a small entryway.

      “Scan here,” the woman behind the desk said.

      I slid my wrist across the black pad on the wall.

      “Ms. Dunn, you’ll be dining at table six for lunch today,” I was told. “You may enter.”

      The wall next to the desk slid open, revealing a large room filled with tables and chairs. It looked like an elegant restaurant, the sort that Jacob used to like to take me to, just to impress me. It didn’t take much to impress me, of course, not with my background.

      “Table six is this way,” a floating mech-bot told me. I followed it as it bobbled across the room, stopping at a table near the windows.

      “Table six,” it said.

      The woman already sitting at the table smiled up at me. “He’s not terribly attractive, but he’s reasonably efficient,” she said, nodding toward the metal ball.

      I dropped into the chair opposite her and smiled. “I suppose he should get our orders right, at least.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” the other woman replied. “InmonCorp cut corners everywhere on this ship. It wouldn’t surprise me if their mech-bots have faulty memory chips.”

      “The menu can be accessed on the table screen,” the bot said. “I’ll be back in four minutes to take your order.”

      “Four minutes?” I muttered. “That’s very specific.”

      “Time him,” my tablemate suggested. “I suspect his timing chip isn’t accurate, either.”

      “Good to know,” I said as I tapped on the table. The menu appeared, but it was upside down. After trying several different things to get it to rotate, I sighed.

      “Here, use mine.” The woman opposite me tapped on the table. Her menu replaced mine. As it was upside down for her, it was right side up for me.

      “I’m Kelly, by the way. Kelly Collins.” Kelly was probably a few years older than me, with blonde hair and green eyes. She looked smart and as if nothing much ever fazed her. I wondered how she would have reacted if she’d found the dead body on C Deck.

      “I’m Diana Dunn. It’s nice to meet you,” I stammered out when I realized that I’d been staring at her.

      “Nice to meet you, Diana.”

      “Have you ordered?” I asked as I glanced down the menu.

      “Not yet. The bot told me he’d be back in four minutes about ten minutes ago.”

      I decided to keep my lunch simple and then sat back and looked around the room. There were a handful of people scattered around the restaurant, with no more than two people at each table, even though every table had four chairs.

      “Where is everyone?” I had to ask.

      Kelly laughed. “We’re sailing at less than half capacity. Officially, there are five hundred and two people on board, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that number was somewhat exaggerated. I would hate to accuse InmonCorp of actually lying, but even their biggest supporters have to admit that they’ve been caught exaggerating before.”

      “Are you ready to order?” The metal ball was back, his lights flashing red as he hovered near my head.

      “I’ll have a turkey sandwich,” I told him.

      “For your side?”

      “French fries.”

      “To drink?”

      “Tea Fizzy.”

      “Your food will be ready in twelve minutes,” I was told.

      “What about my food?” Kelly demanded

      The bot whirred and clicked several times. “Are you ready to order?” it asked after a long pause.

      “I’ll have the same as she’s having,” Kelly said.

      “One ham sandwich with potato salad and coffee,” the bot said. “Your food will be ready in eleven minutes.”

      He flew away before either of us could reply.

      “That wasn’t what I ordered,” I protested.

      Kelly laughed. “Wait and see what turns up. You may be pleasantly surprised.”

      “I’ll eat a ham sandwich anyway. I’m not really hungry.”

      “You need to make sure you eat, though. Space travel is very hard on your system. Besides, you paid for three meals a day with snacks and drinks. You need to make sure you get your credit’s worth.”

      “My ticket was a gift from a friend.” I surprised myself by sharing that information with a stranger. I’d said as much to Jonathan as well, but I’d been in shock then. Maybe I was still in shock.

      “Then you really need to get your friend’s credit’s worth,” Kelly laughed. “He or she must be an awfully good friend. Tickets for this voyage weren’t cheap.”

      I shrugged. “He could afford it.”

      Kelly raised an eyebrow. “We’ve two hundred plus days to go. I suppose I shouldn’t try to get the entire story out of you before the end of day one.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “As few people as seem to be on board, I suspect we’ll end up seeing a lot of each other.”

      “B Deck is probably full. Those tickets weren’t all that expensive, actually, not for long-distance space travel.”

      And that’s where I’m supposed to be. I couldn’t possibly explain the situation to Kelly, though, so I just nodded.

      “Is this your first trip into space?” Kelly asked.

      “It is. It’s not nearly as exciting as I thought it would be.”

      Kelly laughed. “It doesn’t feel any different from traveling across a planet, really. It’s just as boring and tedious as any travel.”

      “The ship is lovely.”

      “It’s not bad, because it’s new. I guarantee it will be a lot less lovely by the time we get to Val Segas.”

      A food trolley rolled past our table on its way to one across the room.

      “Whatever they’re having smelled good,” I remarked.

      “I don’t think they got what they ordered,” Kelly told me, nodding toward the other table.

      I turned my head and watched as the two people at the table waved the mech-bot over. They talked for a short while and then the food trolley rolled away, still carrying its plates of food.

      “Maybe we should offer to have whatever that is,” I said, suddenly hungry.

      “I think things are confused enough.”

      I followed Kelly’s gaze and saw the line of trolleys that were now making their way around the room. Three of them tried to stop at the same table at the same time. A fourth tried to go around the stopped trolleys but seemed to get stuck on something. It kept rocking back and forth, shaking the plates, bowls, and cups it was carrying. Three other trolleys stopped and then reversed direction, heading back into the kitchen before reemerging a few feet away. The mech-bot hovered uncertainly near the kitchen doorway, seemingly unable to work out what it should do.

      “Table two, you need to take the food off the trolleys,” a disembodied voice said.

      “All of it?” one of the women at the table asked.

      “Please remove everything from the trolleys so they can return to the kitchen,” was the reply.

      Kelly and I both laughed as the two women tried to fit enough food for six people on their table for four. As they took the last plate off the third trolley, all three trolleys suddenly sprang to life and began to move away. The stuck trolley reversed itself and then followed the other three. Eventually, it delivered food to a table near the door.

      “And none of it was our food,” I said as the last of the trolleys returned to the kitchen.

      “Some of it might have been. Our lunch might be at table two,” Kelly replied.

      “Are you ready to order?” the mech-bot asked.

      “Don’t order again,” Kelly said. “Or maybe we should.”

      “We already ordered,” I told the bot.

      “I have no orders placed for table five,” it replied.

      “This is table six,” I told him.

      “This is table five, table five, table five.” The mech-bots lights went from red to green to red before they all went out and the bot dropped to the floor with a loud crash.

      “What now?” I asked Kelly.

      “Roll him over here,” she said. “He has a reset button somewhere.”

      I pushed the ball toward her. She bent down and slowly rotated it until she found what she was looking for.

      “Five, four, three, two, one,” she counted down before she released the button.

      The bot whirred and hummed, his lights all on red for several seconds. “Good morning,” he said brightly as he slowly began to rise from the floor. “Welcome to the Ryanson, your luxury spacecraft for journeys from East Cenclare to South Cenclare. Thank you for choosing InmonCorp Spaceways.”

      Kelly and I exchanged glances.

      “We’re never going to get lunch, are we?” I asked as the bot flew away.

      “There has to be a person monitoring all of this somewhere. He or she will have to come and sort things out eventually.”

      A few minutes later another stream of food trolleys emerged from the kitchen. This time, one of them arrived at our table.

      “I don’t believe it,” Kelly said as we removed turkey sandwiches with fries from the trolley.

      “And Tea Fizzy, too,” I exclaimed as I picked up my drink. “How did we get so lucky?”

      “Enjoy it. You may never get what you ordered again on this sailing.”

      I took a bite of my sandwich. “This is really good,” I said. “It’s much better than I was expecting.”

      “It’s still fresh. Again, enjoy it while you can. The longer we’re in space, the less fresh the food will be.”

      “I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “We’ll have to stop to restock from time to time, of course. I assume that will happen during our planetary excursions. The ship can’t carry enough food for everyone for the length of this journey, but what we’ll get when we restock probably won’t be as nice as this,” Kelly told me. “That’s just one of the reasons why I try to avoid long-distance space travel.”

      “Just one? What are some of the others?”

      She shrugged. “It’s boring. I get tired of seeing the same people over and over again for days and weeks and months. It takes far too long. I could go on, but this is your first space travel. I’d hate to spoil all of the unpleasant surprises for you.”

      “You travel a lot, then?”

      “I travel all the time, as in I don’t have a home planet. Travel feeds my creativity.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’m a creative,” she explained. “Mostly books, but sometimes I dabble in art. The mural in the entrance lobby is one of mine.”

      I stared at her. “You painted the mural in the lobby? I couldn’t stop staring at it while I was waiting for the elevator. It’s gorgeous.”

      She shrugged. “I was quite happy with how it turned out. InmonCorp doesn’t pay all that well, but they did give me a free trip to Val Segas to thank me. That’s why I’m here.”

      “You don’t actually want to go to Val Segas?”

      “Oh, I’m always happy to spend time there, but I would normally do the journey in much shorter hops, visiting lots of other planets along the way. Every planet gives me a dozen new story ideas. I don’t expect this trip to do much to stimulate my imagination, even if we do have a few excursions on our schedule.”

      “Can you paint while you’re here?”

      “I might try. I’m going to talk to the captain about letting me use a space on C Deck. It’s empty, so I wouldn’t be bothering anyone there.”

      Aside from the medical team and hopefully the security team, I thought.

      “My cabin is far too small to allow for any painting in there, but I will do some writing while I’m waiting for the days to tick past.”

      “What sort of books do you write?”

      “Mostly romance. Everyone loves a good romance.”

      I nodded. I didn’t often have time to read, but with so many empty days stretching out in front of me, I was eager to investigate the ship’s library.

      “What do you do?” Kelly asked.

      “I’m a bug chaser,” I replied. “I test…”

      “Computer games,” she interrupted. “Sorry, but I’m quite familiar with the job description. My older brother is a bug chaser. You may have heard of him.”

      I frowned. “Your brother is Karl Collins?” I asked as I made the connection.

      She nodded. “Computer folks get very excited when I tell them that.”

      “I’m excited. He’s a legend in the business. He broke Space Craft One, before it even had a number. He wasn’t working for the games company then, though. He was just an avid game player. I heard that he played Space Craft One over five thousand times, logging every step of every iteration and noting every glitch. In a lot of ways, he’s the reason why the job of bug chaser grew into the job it is today. When he broke Space Craft One, he talked about it everywhere. The company hired him to test Space Craft Two because they didn’t want to be as embarrassed again. Now companies hire dozens of bug chasers from outside the company for every new release, all because of him.”

      “He’s always loved playing games. He went to school to learn to program them, but that didn’t interest him. My parents still can’t believe that he makes a living from playing games, though.”

      I laughed. “There are a lot of people making their living from playing games. I wasn’t getting rich, but I was paying my bills, and I worked for a small company with only a handful of contracts. Some of the people working for the big testing companies make huge incomes.”

      “And you gave all of that up to travel to Val Segas?”

      I ate a fry while I tried to decide how much I wanted to share with a random stranger. “I lost my job a short while ago,” I admitted. “The company lost one of their biggest contracts, so they let a few of us go.”

      “So you decided to change your entire life.”

      “I did. I’ve always wanted to go to Val Segas. The Lady Elizabeth was getting ready to go. It seemed the perfect combination of events.”

      “And you had a friend ready to pay for your ticket.”

      “That too.”

      “Would you care for anything else?”  The bot was back. He was listing to one side slightly, but seemed otherwise unharmed by his fall.

      “I don’t think…” I started to reply.

      “You have to get dessert,” Kelly insisted. “You’ve already paid for it, or someone has, anyway.”

      I tapped on the table and tried to read the dessert menu upside down.

      “I’ll have the rainbow cake,” Kelly told the bot.

      “Me too,” I said, giving up on the menu. Rainbow cake sounded good, and I didn’t know what half the things on the menu were, anyway, as I so rarely ate sweets.

      “Two rainbow cakes,” the bot replied. “Two minutes.”

      “What do you think we’ll get?” I asked as I watched him dock at the station near the kitchen.

      “Who cares? I’ll eat anything on the dessert menu.”

      A few minutes later, a food trolley stopped at our table. The thick slices of striped cake looked delicious as we removed them from the trolley.

      “Please return your empty plates to the trolley,” a voice said.

      We put our empty sandwich plates on the trolley and then it slowly rolled away.

      “Sometimes it can be very efficient,” I remarked.

      Kelly nodded. “Until it isn’t. But this is wonderful.”

      I took a bite of bright red cake and sighed. It tasted of butter and vanilla and happiness. The icing between the layers was smooth and creamy, and I found myself eating my way through the rainbow as if I hadn’t eaten in years.

      “I take it you like it,” Kelly said after a short while.

      I looked up from my nearly empty plate and flushed. She’d taken only a few bites from her slice.

      “Cake is a rare treat,” I admitted.

      “It won’t be for the next two hundred and sixty days. Make sure you get some with lunch and dinner every day.”

      “I’ll gain a hundred pounds before we get to Val Segas.”

      “But it will be worth it.”

      I smiled. “This is amazing.”

      “There is a gym on board, and you should plan to go, actually. Space travel is hard on our bodies. An hour in the gym every day will help to keep your muscles working properly, and it will burn off a few hundred cake calories, too.”

      I scraped up the last of the icing and sprinkles with my fork. “I can’t believe I can have cake every day.”

      “Twice a day.”

      “I wonder what they get for food on B Deck.”

      “I would imagine something similar, although maybe not quite as nice. You can always find the menus on your comms if you really want to know.”

      I did want to know, but I didn’t want to explain why to Kelly. I just nodded and made a mental note to hunt down the menus later.

      “That was lovely,” Kelly said as she got to her feet a few minutes later. She’d eaten nearly all of her cake. “But now I need to go and try to contact a friend. He’s on his way to Val Segas as well, but via a very different route.”

      “It was nice meeting you.”

      “Likewise.”

      I watched her walk out of the room and then slowly finished the last of my Tea Fizzy. It took all of my willpower not to eat the last few bites of cake on Kelly’s plate. “You can have dessert every day,” I reminded myself as I slowly walked out of the restaurant. “Twice a day even.”

      With nothing else to do, I headed back to my cabin. I wanted to look at those menus, and then I could start poking around the ship’s library. I sank into the comfortable chair near the window and stared into space. My life felt like a weird dream, one that was going to be disturbed at any second.

      The loud knock on the door made me jump. My heart began to race as whoever it was knocked again.
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      “Colonel Brazee?” I said as the door slowly slid open.

      “Call me Jonathan, and invite me in,” he replied. “We can’t talk in the corridor.”

      I hesitated for a moment and then stepped back to let the man into my cabin.

      “I assume you’re as interested in the man we found this morning as I am,” he said as he crossed the room and sat down in the chair near the window.

      “Of course I’m interested.”

      “I found out a few things.”

      I pushed the button to shut the door and then walked over to sit down on the chair opposite the man. “What have you learned?”

      Jonathan glanced around the room and then sighed. He tapped on his comms device a few times and then nodded at me. “That should cause trouble for anyone trying to listen to our conversation.”

      “Someone is trying to listen to our conversation?” I was shocked and frightened by the idea.

      “Probably not, but you never know. Better safe than sorry. I had to tap a few sources who shouldn’t have talked to me. I’d hate for any of them to get into trouble over what they shared with me.”

      “Now I’m not sure I want to know what you’ve learned.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “InmonCorp is going to do everything it can to keep the entire incident quiet. It wouldn’t surprise me to hear that they’ve had the man’s death declared an accident. That’s assuming they even report the man’s death.”

      “They have to report his death, don’t they?”

      “There are all sorts of laws that govern what happens when someone dies during a space journey. Having said that, from what I’ve seen so far, no one on the Lady Elizabeth seems all that worried about those laws. I’m pretty sure the captain will report it eventually, though, if only because there are witnesses.”

      “Us,” I said nervously.

      “Yes, exactly. And as one of those witnesses, I’m determined to get to the bottom of what happened.”

      “That could be dangerous.”

      “So could doing nothing.” Jonathan shrugged. “We’re going to be on this ship for hundreds of days. I’ve plenty of time to do a little investigating. It won’t be the first time.”

      “Oh?”

      “I can’t talk about my time in the military.”

      “Of course not. What have you learned about the dead guy, then?”

      “You can’t repeat any of this – not yet, anyway.”

      “Who am I going to tell? I don’t know anyone on the ship.”

      “But you’re going to be having meals and doing other activities with people every day. You’ll make friends.”

      “I don’t want to talk about what happened this morning with anyone.”

      He nodded. “I hope that doesn’t include me. I’m going to need to talk to someone about the things I discover.”

      “What have you learned so far?”

      Jonathan tapped on his comms screen. “The dead man was Allen Royce. He was forty-seven years old, and he bred designer cats for a living.”

      “Designer cats? What’s a designer cat?”

      “I believe they were originally all some special breed, but I’ve been told that Allen was doing his own genetic manipulation.”

      “I didn’t think it was legal to genetically manipulate small mammals.”

      “It isn’t on Cenclare, but Allen didn’t live on Cenclare.”

      “Where did he live?”

      “Fordayne.”

      I frowned. I’d heard all sorts of stories about Fordayne, but I didn’t actually know if any of them were true. “So he could manipulate the genetics of his cats there?”

      Jonathan nodded. “And from what I understand, he was very successful with what he was doing.”

      “Successful at what? What was he trying to do?”

      “Improve their intelligence, mostly. Over the past several thousand years, breeders have worked at making cats softer, furrier, and cuddlier. They’ve done that mostly through selective breeding rather than genetic manipulation, though. Allen was working with the SuperNex breed.”

      “The softest and cuddliest cats of all.”

      “Exactly, but he wanted soft and cuddly and smart, too. He was playing around with their genes, trying to create a smarter animal.”

      “Smarter how?”

      “I’ve no idea. No one seems to know exactly what he was working on.”

      “Why do cats even need to be smarter? They seem to do just fine the way they are.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “If he could engineer one that could play games with its owner or do simple household tasks, it would be worth a fortune.”

      “Maybe his cat got smart enough to kill him,” I muttered. “I can’t see why him wanting to make cats smarter would have gotten him killed.”

      “I’m not suggesting that it did. I’m just telling you what I’ve learned about the man.”

      “He was trying to breed smarter cats.”

      “And he was traveling to Val Segas with at least one cat in his cabin.”

      “Who is going to look after the cat now?”

      “I’m not sure that’s been decided yet. Feel free to volunteer.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not a cat person.”

      “SuperNex cats are really easy to take care of. They use regular toilets, and they aren’t typically fussy about their diet. They’ve also been bred with strong immune systems. Did I mention they’re small, and they love to cuddle?”

      “I’m having enough trouble taking care of myself. The last thing I need is to have to be responsible for something else.”

      “But what if the cat saw something? What if he or she knows who killed Allen Royce?”

      “Why don’t you ask the cat those questions?”

      “I will if I can get access to it. I just have to figure out how to manage that.”

      “I hope you can speak cat. What else did you learn about Allen?”

      Jonathan looked down at his comms. “He was single. From what I’ve found so far, he’d never had a serious relationship with anyone from any gender. I don’t know if he wasn’t interested or was simply unattractive.”

      I smiled at the teasing words. “He wasn’t unattractive, so he must have been single by choice.”

      “Maybe he preferred cats to people.”

      “Some people do.”

      “Indeed, and some of them are on this ship.”

      “Oh? Allen wasn’t the only one?”

      “There are at least two other people on the ship traveling with cats. I’m still finding out more about them, but one of them is another breeder.”

      “Does he or she also do genetic manipulation?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “She’s passionately against such things, actually. She does very careful selective breeding, but her focus is on temperament. She wants her SuperNex cats to be the most loving and kind cats in the galaxy.”

      “What does she think of the idea of smarter cats?”

      “I haven’t spoken to her yet. It might be better if you talk to her, though.”

      “Me? Why me?”

      “She’s a little bit eccentric, and she doesn’t care for authority figures. That includes anyone who’s served in the military, or so I’ve been told.”

      I sighed. “I don’t want to get involved in all of this.”

      “I thought you might be curious. Carolyn may know something more about Allen than my sources were able to provide.”

      “Carolyn?”

      “Carolyn Henry. She comes from a long line of cat breeders. Her great-great-grandfather was the first to cross the types that resulted in the first SuperNex kittens. Allen’s family used to breed NexPlus kittens years ago, but they gave that up to pursue other ventures. Allen made the switch to SuperNex when he decided to start his own breeding business.”

      I shook my head. “That’s already a lot more information about cats than I ever wanted to know.”

      “That’s fair enough. I don’t want you to talk about cats with Carolyn. I want you to ask her about Allen. I know that they knew one another, and right now she’s the only person on board that I’m certain knew him.”

      “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “It would be easiest if you pretend to have an interest in cats. Allen posted his travel plans on his WhatCat profile, so it’s entirely possible that there are people on the ship who were hoping to meet him.”

      I tapped on the table between us and pulled up WhatCat. Everyone in the galaxy knew about the site for cat lovers, even people like me who weren’t interested in pets. I knew about WhichDog, too, but I’d never spent time there, either.

      When I searched for Allen’s name, I found a number of pages about the man. He had everything from a personal bio page to a listing for kittens that would be coming available in the next few months. I scrolled though the screens, stopping when I reached the details on the kittens.

      “That can’t be right,” I said, pointing.

      “What can’t be right?”

      “The price he’s charging for a kitten. He must have accidentally put in a few too many zeros. I could buy a small house for what he seems to be asking for one kitten.”

      Jonathan looked at the listing and then laughed. “Believe it or not, that is what a purebred SuperNex kitten goes for these days. Allen’s kittens are in very high demand as well.”

      I swiped down the page. “According to this, he’s taking applications and will choose the people he deems most appropriate from the applicants. Apparently, he’s already taken more than three dozen applications for the ten available kittens. Applying costs one thousand credits, and the application fee won’t be refunded, even if you don’t get a kitten.”

      “Check out Carolyn’s page,” Jonathan suggested.

      I searched for her name and then scrolled through her pages. While the pages were more subdued, lacking the flashing lights and screaming headlines that Allen had favored, the prices for her available kittens were almost identical to his. She had a great many more photographs, though, and I found myself staring into the eyes of one particular tiny ball of fluff that I realized would melt my heart if given the chance.

      “I can’t afford a kitten,” I said, shutting the site before I could start watching the videos that went along with the pictures.

      Jonathan chuckled. “They are incredibly cute, aren’t they? I believe Carolyn is traveling with at least one of her own animals.”

      “So if I could find her, I might get to cuddle a tiny and super fluffy kitten.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And then I could try to find out more about Allen for you.”

      “It isn’t just for me. It’s for both of us. Actually, it’s for everyone on this ship. Someone killed Allen Royce, and you and I seem to be the only people who care. I know I’ll sleep better at night once I know the killer has been found.”

      “I just want to rewind time and not find the body.”

      “Time travel costs a good deal more than space travel.”

      I stared at the man. “Time travel isn’t possible,” I said eventually.

      “Of course not.”

      “Wait, you can actually time travel?”

      “Why don’t we take a walk? The view from the upper deck is lovely, or so I’m told.”

      “Let me guess – Carolyn is hanging out on the upper deck.”

      “I’ve been told she may be there. It’s worth a try. At the moment, she’s the only connection we have to Allen, although I’m hoping my sources might find others, given enough time.”

      “I really don’t want to get involved.”

      “My dear, you’re already involved, whether you like it or not. You should be welcoming this chance to become actively involved in investigating the case. If we don’t do it, no one will.”

      I hated to think that he was right, but it seemed likely that he was. “I suppose I don’t mind going and talking to the cat lady for a few minutes.”

      “Just don’t call her the cat lady to her face,” Jonathan cautioned me.

      Five minutes later, we were walking through the ship together. We strolled along the corridor, passing the restaurant, and then walking farther away from my cabin. The upper deck was at the far end of the ship, a huge room that was mostly windows along the outside wall.

      “The view is starting to get a bit boring,” I said under my breath as we walked into the room.

      There were several clusters of couches and chairs scattered on platforms around the room. As I glanced around, I could see only one person on any of the platforms.

      “There’s Carolyn,” Jonathan told me in a whisper. He nodded toward the woman who was sitting on a couch on a floating platform that was slowly moving around the room. Her back was to us, and she didn’t seem to have noticed our arrival. “I’m going to leave so she doesn’t see us together.” He turned around and left the room before I could reply.

      “Here goes nothing,” I muttered as I took a few steps forward. As the platform got closer, I smiled brightly at Carolyn.

      “Do you mind terribly if I join you?” I asked.

      The grey-haired woman looked up from her knitting and shrugged. “There are plenty of other places to sit, but I suppose you can join us.”

      I waited a moment to see if the platform would stop moving. When it started to rise again, I quickly jumped on board and dropped awkwardly into a chair.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I really wanted to see what the moving platforms are like, and this is the only one that’s moving.”

      She looked up and me and smiled. “They start to move when someone sits on them,” she explained, talking slowly and clearly assuming that I wasn’t very bright.

      I felt my cheeks flush. “I didn’t realize,” I mumbled. “I’m sorry I bothered you.”

      “It’s no bother. I’m Carolyn Henry. Who are you?”

      “I’m Diana Dunn. It’s very nice to meet you, but I can move to another platform if you’d rather.”

      Carolyn shook her head. “Mr. Fluffums and I don’t mind the company.”

      “Mr. Fluffums?”

      She laughed and then looked down at her lap. “Where has he gotten to, then?” After pushing and shoving the pile of knitting on her lap first one way and then another, she eventually found the tiny kitten that was snuggled up near her knee.

      “Merrow,” the animal said as Carolyn lifted him up and held him out toward me. “Mr. Fluffums,” she said.

      “He’s so tiny.”

      “He’s an adult cat, just about the size of my hand. I breed SuperNex kittens. He’s one of my fifth-generation babies. Do you want to hold him?”

      “I’d love to.”

      She handed me the animal, who felt like not much more than a small pile of fluff in my hands.

      “Me-eeewww,” he said as he studied me closely.

      “Hello,” I cooed as I rubbed his tiny head.

      “He likes you. Mr. Fluffums can be very particular. You should be flattered.”

      “I am.”

      “Of course, his name isn’t actually Mr. Fluffums. He’s Fluffarium Tiberius Superlative Nexaria the Tenth, but he and I both prefer Mr. Fluffums.”

      “I can see why. His real name is quite a mouthful.”

      “But purebred animals need names that properly reflect their pedigree. Mr. Fluffums has an important pedigree.”

      “I can’t believe how small and fluffy he is.”

      “He’s also very friendly and affectionate. He’s been carefully bred for those characteristics.”

      “So he’s probably worth a fortune.”

      “Oh, yes, he’s a very valuable animal. Mostly, though, he’s my pet. I don’t often keep kittens myself. Breeding them and selling them is what I do for a living, after all. But that little guy stole my heart the day he was born. Now he travels with me wherever I go.”

      “Are you going to Val Segas?” I asked the cat. “I’ve heard that it’s very exciting there.”

      “We’re traveling to a very special show there. All of the top cat breeders in the galaxy will be there.”

      “Really? Does that mean there are lots of cat breeders on the Lady Elizabeth?”

      “Not lots. In fact, just one other, or so I’ve been told. I’ve yet to see him myself, but I was told that Allen Royce is sailing to Val Segas on this ship as well.”

      “And he breeds cats?”

      “He breeds SuperNex kittens. There are only a handful of people in the galaxy who work with this particular breed. I was surprised to hear that Allen was going to be traveling on the Lady Elizabeth. He doesn’t live on Cenclare.”

      “Do you?”

      “Sometimes. I have a home there and a large part of the business as well. I have other homes, though, and I do keep cats at all of them.”

      “Is Allen traveling with a cat or kittens? I’d love to meet more of the little darlings.”

      “Of course Allen will be traveling with a cat or two. He’ll have pre-shipped the cats he’s going to be showing to Val Segas in advance, as I have done, but he’ll have at least one cat with him. Most likely, it will be a personal pet, in the same way that Mr. Fluffums is my own animal.”

      “I’ll have to try to find a way to meet him.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be around. If I were you, I’d look for him in one of the bars most evenings. He may skip meals, but Allen has never been known to pass up a drink. And drinks are included on this ship, so he’ll be having several every night, I would expect.”

      “It sounds as if you didn’t, er, don’t like him.”

      Carolyn shrugged. “My cats are my life. I love them, and I would do anything for them. Breeding cats is just the latest in a long line of credit-earning ventures for Allen, and he’s not content with the standard approach to crossbreeding. He’s trying to rush things to make his cats different more quickly.”

      “I don’t think I want to buy a cat from him, then.”

      “A lot of other people do, though. He’s incredibly successful, and his cats tend to deliver more kittens than mine. I’d probably like him better if he didn’t drag his animals to bars with him when he’s drinking.”

      “You don’t want to spend your time in the bar, do you?” I asked Mr. Fluffums.

      He meowed at me and then curled up and shut his eyes.

      “Mr. Fluffums is happy to go anywhere I go,” Carolyn told me. “I have a small carrier for him, and I take him everywhere I go. Allen will have something similar for whatever animal he’s brought with him, and he or she actually won’t mind sitting with Allen in the bar for hours on end.”

      “His cat will be this tiny, too?”

      “Assuming he’s brought a SuperNex, then yes, and he must have brought a SuperNex, as that is all that he breeds.”

      “I’m fascinated by the breed. I hope I get to meet him one day.”

      “My dear girl, we’re going to be sailing for months and months. By the time we reach Val Segas, you’ll have spent hours with everyone on this ship.”

      “I won’t mind spending lots of time with you,” I told Mr. Fluffums.

      Carolyn laughed. “Once we arrive in Val Segas, I can help find you a cat of your own.”

      “I don’t think I can afford a pet right now.”

      “The initial expense or the ongoing amount?”

      “Both?” I replied uncertainly. “I’m sure I can’t afford to buy a SuperNex. I’m not sure what it costs to keep a cat alive and well, either.”

      “SuperNex are the most expensive cats in the galaxy. There are hundreds, maybe thousands, of other breeds available, some of which are quite affordable. As for the ongoing expenses, that depends on the breed you choose. As tiny as they are, SuperNex cats have very small appetites, which make them very affordable to feed. They also have enhanced immune systems, which keeps them healthy and happy for longer. If you were to adopt something like a DomJag, you’d probably go broke trying to keep it fed and healthy.”

      “Those are the cats that are descended from jaguars, aren’t they? Don’t they get huge?”

      “They get very large. They eat a lot of food. And they have weak immune systems. Don’t get me wrong, they’re stunningly beautiful animals, and they make wonderful pets for people who desire larger animals, but buyers need to be aware of all of the characteristics of a breed before they buy.”

      I nodded. Mr. Fluffums was fast asleep in the palm of my hand and for a moment, I felt at peace with the world. The platform continued to slowly make its way around the room, soothing us with its gentle movements. I was supposed to be asking questions about Allen Royce, but I was unable to think of anything to ask.

      “And now, my dear, Mr. Fluffums and I have to go,” Carolyn announced a few moments later. She touched a button on the side of the couch and the platform slowly glided to a stop on the floor. “I’m sure we’ll see you again soon.”

      I reluctantly handed Mr. Fluffums back to her and then watched as the pair left the room together.
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      I was still gathering my thoughts as the platform slowly began to move again. I leapt up and quickly jumped off. As soon as I left the platform, it lowered to the floor and stopped. After a moment’s indecision, I headed back to my room. The large deck felt quite empty and lonely with no one else there.

      Five minutes later, I was back in my room. I sat down and started tapping through the screen on the table in the corner, looking for menus.  This time the knock on the door was less shocking. Assuming it was Jonathan, I didn’t bother to check before I opened the door.

      “Ah, good afternoon,” the pretty brunette told me in a bubbly voice.  She was probably in her mid-thirties, with long hair and bright pink eyes that changed back and forth to purple as she blinked them. Her dress looked vaguely like a medical uniform, and her shoes were sensible and looked comfortable.

      “Hi?” I replied questioningly.

      “Hi, there,” the man standing next to her said. He was blond with green eyes and a dazzling smile. His uniform identified him as part of the ship’s crew, but I had no idea what rank the stripes and stars on his jacket were meant to indicate. I guessed him to be around the same age as the woman, so only a few years older than me.

      “Hi,” I replied, wondering if they were at the wrong cabin.

      “Ms. Dunn, can we come in?” the woman asked.

      “I suppose.”

      The man grinned. “I don’t blame you for being cautious,” he said in a confiding tone. “We haven’t even introduced ourselves. I’m Nathan Moore, second assistant to the captain.”

      “Oh, goodness, yes,” the woman exclaimed. “I’m Becca Syme. Do call me Becca, won’t you? We’re here because I was worried about you.  I should have introduced myself and made that clear from the outset, shouldn’t I?”

      “Worried about me?” I repeated.

      “Can we take this inside?” Nathan asked as another passenger strolled past. He was staring at his comms and ignoring us, but I still didn’t want to talk in front of him.

      “Sure,” I replied, taking a step backward.

      The pair walked into the cabin and stopped.

      “You really should unpack and make your cabin feel more like home,” Becca told me after she’d looked around the room. “You know you can hang pictures on the walls and rearrange the furniture in any way that suits you. This is going to be a long journey. We want all of our passengers to be comfortable along the way.”

      “I’ll probably settle in slowly,” I told her.

      “Of course, of course. You do what you want in your own time. I just wanted to make sure that you knew what you can do. Some passengers are unaware of just how much they are allowed to change within their cabins.”

      “And some want to change everything,” Nathan said with a chuckle. “I had to spend half an hour this morning convincing a woman that she really didn’t need to repaint her daughter’s bedroom green.”

      Becca sighed. “The walls on a spaceship are very different from the walls in a standard home. Painting them is a good deal more complicated than most people realize.”

      “I don’t want to paint,” I replied.

      “That’s good news,” Nathan said happily.

      “But how are you?” Becca asked, giving me a concerned frown.

      “I’m fine,” I said hesitantly.

      “She doesn’t trust us,” Nathan said. “I can’t say as I blame her.”

      “I’m doing this all wrong,” Becca said. “I should have introduced myself properly. I’m the ship’s chief medical officer. Captain Ryder asked me to check on you after this morning’s unfortunate incident. He wanted to make sure that you weren’t too upset by what happened.”

      The visit suddenly made a lot more sense. “I’m okay, but I’m curious about the man who died,” I said, trying to choose my words carefully. “I assume you were the person who was called to examine him.”

      Nathan sighed. “When Becca says she’s the chief medical officer, what she means is that she’s the only medical officer and also the entire medical department. There isn’t anyone else to call.”

      “So what happened to the man?” I asked.

      Becca looked at Nathan and then back at me. “I’m afraid I can’t really talk about the poor man who lost his life today. All I can do is assure you that the incident is being dealt with according to standard procedures.”

      “Whose standard procedures?” I blurted out.

      Nathan laughed. “That’s a great question. You clearly don’t trust us, and I don’t blame you one bit. You’d only been on the ship for twelve minutes before you stumbled over a dead body. If I were you, I’d have left the ship and refused to come back.”

      “You forgot to mention that during those twelve minutes, we actually took off,” I told him. “The last I knew, the ship isn’t stopping for at least two sectors.”

      He nodded. “You’re right, of course. We aren’t scheduled to stop until the third segment in Chaos Sector. Of course, there are procedures in place that allow for stopping under certain emergency conditions.”

      “And do those conditions include a passenger simply wanting to get off?” I asked.

      “I’m afraid not,” he replied with a wink. “So we’re just going to have to convince you that you want to stay for a while.”

      “I do want to stay,” I said with more conviction than I felt. “But I also want to know what happened on C Deck this morning.”

      “That’s being investigated as we speak,” Becca assured me. “As I said earlier, we’re following necessary procedures.”

      “But, of course it’s only natural that you want to know more,” Nathan added. “If I were you, I’d be talking to everyone on the ship, trying to find out more about the dead man.”

      I opened my mouth and then shut it again. Think before you speak, I told myself sternly. “Who was he?” I asked after a moment.

      The pair exchanged glances.

      “I don’t think…” Becca began.

      “She deserves to know something,” Nathan interrupted. “Captain Ryder is going to be announcing the man’s death tomorrow morning. If we tell you now, you have to promise to keep quiet about it until tomorrow.”

      “I haven’t said anything to anyone about the body thus far,” I pointed out.

      “And we really appreciate that,” Nathan told me. “I can’t begin to tell you how much we appreciate that.”

      “So who was he?” I asked again.

      “He was a man named Allen Royce,” Nathan replied after a long pause.

      “I was just talking about him,” I exclaimed. Of course, the pair had to know that I’d had a conversation with Carolyn. I needed it to look as if I was sharing everything I knew with them.

      “Talking about Allen Royce?” Nathan asked.

      I nodded. “Jonathan came to talk to me. He wanted to make sure I was okay, too,” I explained. “Then he walked me to the upper deck. He said that he thought that I needed a change of scenery. Once we got there, he left me with this lovely older woman for company.”

      “Really?” Becca asked, sounding as if she didn’t believe a word of what I was saying.

      I flushed. “The thing is, I wanted to try out the moving platforms, but I didn’t know how they worked, so I sort of jumped onto one that was floating past. The woman already sitting there was kind enough to chat with me for a few minutes.”

      “And you just happened to talk about Allen Royce?” Nathan asked.

      “She brought him up. I mean, obviously she brought him up, because I didn’t know who he was. Her name is Carolyn Henry and she’s a cat breeder. She told me that there was another breeder on the ship, a man named Allen Royce,” I explained.

      “And what did she have to say about Mr. Royce?” Becca asked.

      “She didn’t much care for him. She said something about cat breeding just being his latest attempt to earn credits. Apparently, her family has been breeding cats for decades, and she seemed to look down on Mr. Royce because he’d only just started breeding SuperNex animals.”

      Nathan nodded. “Did she tell you anything else about Mr. Royce?” he asked.

      “She said that he likes to drink a lot, and that he’s happy to bring a cat or two with him everywhere he goes, including into a bar,” I replied.

      Becca nodded. “He did like a drink,” she agreed.

      “You knew him?” I asked.

      “Everyone who works in space travel knew Allen Royce,” Nathan told me. “He made sure of that.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Before he started breeding cats, Mr. Royce worked in sales,” Becca told me. “He worked for several different companies over the years, but they were all involved in space travel in some way or another.”

      “And Mr. Royce was an enthusiastic salesman,” Nathan added. “I watched him work his way around a room one time and timed how long he talked to people before he handed them his business card. It wasn’t long.”

      “For a short while, he sold medical equipment designed for space travel,” Becca said. “We need a lot of very specialized equipment in our medical wing. I was working on the Empress Janet in those days, and Mr. Royce sailed with us for three sailings in a row. He spent most of his time on those sailings trying to convince me that I wanted to replace all of my equipment with the stuff he was selling.”

      “For what it’s worth, Becca doesn’t get to make those sorts of decisions, not even if she wants to,” Nathan added.

      “And I told Mr. Royce that repeatedly, but he didn’t listen,” Becca said with a sigh.

      “So you both knew him, and neither of you cared for him,” I said.

      Nathan chuckled. “He wasn’t any worse than any of the other salespeople that travel with us every day. And he’d recently gotten out of sales and into cats, which made him marginally less annoying, even if he wasn’t any more interesting.”

      Becca laughed. “That’s a horrible thing to say.”

      “And we mustn’t speak ill of the dead, I suppose,” Nathan replied with a wink.

      “Carolyn said that he was trying to speed up the breeding process to make changes to the cats he was breeding,” I said after a moment.

      Nathan shrugged. “I know nothing about cats, but it wouldn’t surprise me if she was right. At the end of the day, Mr. Royce was all about profit. If speeding up the breeding process was going to allow him to make more credits, then I can absolutely see him doing so.”

      “I don’t know much about cats,” Becca added. “But I do know a bit about Fordayne, which is where Mr. Royce lived. It’s one of the few planets in the galaxy that allows for genetic manipulation of living things. I suspect that may be why Mr. Royce was living there.”

      “He was trying to manipulate the genetics of his cats?” I asked.

      “That’s certainly one possibility,” Becca replied. “That sort of manipulation might have allowed him to make changes to the breed almost immediately.”

      “Surely cats are just cats,” Nathan said.

      “Not at all,” Becca replied.

      I tapped on my comms and held up my wrist, showing Nathan the sales listing for one of the kittens on Allen Royce’s site. “The price isn’t a typo,” I added.

      Nathan’s eyes went wide. “He was asking that for a kitten? Is it a solid gold kitten?”

      Becca and I laughed.

      “That would make more sense than the truth,” Becca said. “Although, to be fair, SuperNex cats are incredibly sweet and cuddly. They’re also very low maintenance.”

      “Speaking of which, who is looking after Mr. Royce’s cats?” I asked.

      The pair exchanged glances.

      “I believe Captain Ryder is working to find a suitable temporary home for the cat or cats that were traveling with the man,” Becca said eventually.

      “Is it possible that he was killed because someone wanted his cat?” I wondered.

      “We’re still working to determine exactly what happened to the man,” Becca said. “Starting with trying to find out why he was on C Deck.”

      “Maybe the elevator just stopped there for him like it did for me,” I suggested. “In his place, I might have gone exploring, just for a minute or two.”

      “I thought you said in your statement that you didn’t even leave the elevator car until you heard someone groaning,” Nathan said.

      He read my statement, I thought, swallowing hard and choosing my words carefully. “I didn’t. C Deck was dark, and it felt creepy, but maybe it didn’t feel that way to Mr. Royce. You knew him. Would he have gone exploring, given the opportunity?”

      Nathan nodded slowly. “Now that you mention it, yes, he would have done just that. If the elevator stopped on C Deck accidentally, he would have absolutely gotten off and gone for a look around.”

      “I agree,” Becca said. “He was nosy, and he would have enjoyed nothing better than telling everyone that he’d been on C Deck without permission.”

      “Aren’t the elevators monitored?” I wondered. “Surely all of the public areas have security cameras, including the elevators.”

      “There are…” Becca began.

      Nathan held up a hand. “We can’t really discuss ship security with you,” he said in an apologetic tone. “Clearly, it isn’t as good as we’d hoped it would be, or else today’s incident never would have happened.”

      He looked at Becca and after a moment raised an eyebrow.

      “We’ve wandered way off topic,” she said eventually. “Let’s get back to why we’re here, shall we? We came to assure you that everything necessary is being done in relation to this morning’s incident.”

      “Great,” I said flatly.

      Nathan grinned at me. “You don’t trust us, but that’s okay. We’ve a great many months to win your trust.”

      “If you need anything, you can find me in the medical suite,” Becca said. She tapped on her comms and held up her wrist. Her display showed a floor plan of A Deck. A flashing purple heart showed me the location of the medical suite.

      “She’s just past the restaurant,” Nathan added.

      “And I have everything you could possibly want or need there,” Becca told me. “We’ve every known treatment for space sickness. I have a dozen different options if you start to have difficulty sleeping. I also have massage units and meditation orbs if either of those things appeal to you.”

      “We have a large spa with many other massage options, if you’d prefer a massage from a person or a bot rather than a massage machine,” Nathan added. “Some spa treatments are included in your sailing, but please take time to go through all of the menus. If you find something that you think you might enjoy that isn’t included, please let me know. I can book anything you want at no charge.”

      “Thank you,” I said, feeling torn between not wanting to accept bribes and really wanting to try every spa treatment available.

      He reached into a pocket and pulled out a small card. “Unlike Becca, my office is in an area that is not available to passengers. If you want to reach me to arrange a spa treatment or even just to talk, you can reach me on this number.” He handed me the card.

      “Good to know,” I said, putting the card down on the nearest table.

      “Don’t share the number,” Becca told me. “Every man and woman on this ship would love to have a direct line to Nathan.”

      Nathan chuckled. “She’s not wrong. I have far too much power, really, when it comes to the little things that make a journey better for people.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “He can change cabin and meal assignments, give away spa treatments and recreational game tokens, arrange extra-special planetary excursions, even give you one of everything in the ship’s store if he wanted to,” Becca explained.

      “Only one of everything?” I asked, teasingly.

      “What would you want two of?” Nathan asked.

      I thought for a minute. “Do they have SlumberSloth pillows?”

      Becca laughed. “They do, but I don’t know that even Nathan could get you one of those. They’re pretty expensive.”

      “They are very good, though,” Nathan said. “Or so I’ve been told. Captain Ryder has one, and I’m pretty sure Shawn Inmon has three or four in his cabin.”

      “I don’t really need two,” I said. “But I’d really love to try one out someday. You should offer people the opportunity to test one for a few nights during the journey.”

      “They are offered to guests in suites,” Nathan replied. “There’s a small charge for their use, because they have to have certain special treatments before they can be offered to anyone else, but we’ll probably sell at least a dozen or so pillows during the journey to guests that have been allowed to try them.”

      “The last time I looked into buying one, it cost about twice my annual salary. I suppose the folks staying in the suites have more credits than I do, though,” I said.

      “They have more than I do, too,” Becca laughed. “I can’t afford a SlumberSloth pillow, either. I may see if I can try one, though, just for a night or two. If I have guests who are having trouble sleeping, I may want to suggest them as an alternative.”

      “Only the rich guests,” I suggested.

      “Oh, yes, of course,” Becca agreed with a wink.

      “We should get out of your way,” Nathan said. “Please don’t hesitate to get in touch if you want or need anything.”

      They walked to the door. Nathan tapped the button to open it. Becca turned to me and grabbed my hands.

      “Please come and find me in the medical unit if you need anything, even if it’s just a friendly face,” she told me, squeezing my hands repeatedly as she spoke. “I know you’re traveling on your own. I don’t want you to feel lonely, not ever.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, feeling slightly overwhelmed by the intensity of her stare.

      She nodded and then released my hands, turned around, and walked out of the room. The door slid shut behind them before I could react.
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      There were still a few hours to fill before dinner, so I picked up the guidebook cube and pushed play. Watching all of the videos on the various spa treatments took over an hour. By the time I was done, I was toying with the idea of reserving an entire day of treatments from a pedicure to a scalp massage and everything in between. The more sensible voice in my head hated the idea.

      “You’ll get bored within ten minutes,” I muttered as I watched a woman lowering herself into a special salt bath. “And then you’ll start thinking too much and make yourself crazy.”

      I switched off the last of the spa videos and went in search of restaurant menus. It didn’t take me long to realize just what an upgrade I’d received. Reading menus had made my stomach grumble, so I headed into the bathroom to get ready for dinner.

      “Cold sandwiches and cookies for lunch every day. A choice of no more than three things for dinner each night. Vanilla cake or chocolate mousse for dessert every evening. That’s it, aside from a few vending machines that cost extra,” I told my reflection as I brushed my hair. “I feel guilty having a proper menu for every meal.”

      The woman in the mirror shrugged.

      “I know I didn’t ask to be upgraded, but I didn’t even pay for my ticket in the first place. Maybe I should tell Nathan to move me back to the cabin I should have had,” I said, talking loudly to myself as I paced back and forth across my room.

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I looked around my comfortable cabin and shook my head. “I like it here,” I said softly. “And I’m going to be here for months and months. It isn’t my fault I found a dead guy, anyway. And if I weren’t using this cabin, it would just be sitting empty.”

      I was still arguing with myself as I walked down to the restaurant. When I arrived, I scanned my comms and waited for my table assignment.

      “Please proceed to table nine,” I was told. “All orders should be placed through your table screens. Do not attempt to speak to the mech-bots if they approach you.”

      Frowning, I walked into the next room. I’d wondered how I was going to find my table without help from a mech-bot, but each table now had a sign on a stick that had been added to the small flower arrangements at their centers. I found table nine without any difficulty. There was no one else there.

      “Good evening.” The mech-bot made me jump. I’d just pulled up the menu on the screen in front of me. It had come up sideways, so I was thinking about moving one chair to my left when the voice had suddenly spoken next to my ear.

      Ignore it, I told myself firmly as I slid my chair as far to the left as I could.

      “Welcome to the dining room, the dining room, the dining room, the diiiiiiiiiiiii…” The bot stopped and then slowly sank to the floor. Then it began to roll away, moving forward and back in stops and starts on its way toward the kitchen.

      “This isn’t even close to what I’m paying for,” a voice from my right said.

      I jumped again and then forced myself to smile at the woman standing next to me.

      The woman who joined me at my table was probably close to forty. Her casual clothes looked as if they’d been expensive, but I couldn’t be sure. She had curly dark brown hair and brown eyes that scanned the room before they focused on me. “Good evening,” she said with a friendly smile.

      “Good evening,” I replied.

      She tapped on the table and frowned as her menu popped up sideways.

      “I don’t like to complain,” she said. “But in this instance, InmonCorp is going to hear from me. For what this voyage is costing me, I shouldn’t have to try to read my menu sideways.”

      “We have to order from the table, too,” I told her. “Apparently the mech-bots aren’t working properly.”

      “I did notice.”

      I grinned at her wry tone. “The menu looks good, anyway, even if it is sideways.”

      She shrugged and then slid her chair over until she could read the menu more easily. After a minute, she tapped on the screen several times, placing her order. I quickly did the same, almost choosing at random. Everything had looked good, and it was always possible that I wouldn’t get what I ordered anyway.

      “First time in space?” the woman asked as she moved her chair back into place opposite me.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      She laughed. “You seem nervous, that’s all. That’s perfectly normal on a first journey. It won’t be long before you’ll come to realize that space travel is boring ninety-nine percent of the time. Hopefully, the food will be good. That helps break up the monotony.”

      “Lunch was good, especially the rainbow cake.”

      “I skipped lunch. I’ll have to try the rainbow cake another time.”

      “I recommend it.”

      “Good to know.”

      And that seems to have exhausted polite small talk, I thought after several seconds ticked past. “Oh, I’m Diana Dunn,” I blurted out.

      “Nora Phoenix.”

      “The Nora Phoenix?” I asked.

      “There’s only one of me, but I don’t know that I’m important enough to be the Nora Phoenix,” she replied, clearly amused.

      “I’m a bug chaser. You’re a legend in the gaming world.”

      “I work hard at what I do.”

      “You design the most interesting and incredible games in the galaxy. I was lucky enough to be asked to bug chase Planet Purple – Planet Green before it was released, and I’ve never spent a happier month. I, um, was really upset when I had to delete the game after the test period.”

      “I enjoyed that one more than most.”

      “It’s also the only game I’ve ever bug tested that I didn’t manage to crash,” I told her. “I found a few bugs here and there, little things, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t crash the game.”

      “As I said earlier, I work hard at what I do.”

      “And you do it incredibly well.”

      “My fans seem to think so, anyway.”

      “I bought Planet Purple – Planet Green as soon as it was released, and I played it all the way through at least a dozen times. I don’t usually play games in my spare time, since playing games is my job, but I couldn’t stop myself.”

      “That’s high praise indeed. Thank you.”

      A trolley rolled to a stop next to the table. I looked at it and shrugged. “Is that what you ordered?” I asked Nora.

      “It’s not, but it looks good. I may as well just eat it.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      We unloaded the trolley. I watched as it slowly made its way back to the kitchen.

      “It is good,” Nora said after a few bites. “I think I said before that I missed lunch. Did they get your order wrong at lunch, too?”

      “Actually, they got my order right, but it seemed as if they got a lot of other orders wrong.”

      “I’m not a fussy eater, really. As long as they maintain this quality, I won’t complain if they sometimes make mistakes with my order.”

      “Do you do a lot of space travel?” I asked after a moment.

      Nora shrugged. “I can work from anywhere, and I find that travel feeds my creativity. It isn’t easy coming up with new game ideas several times a year. Besides, the companies that hire me to write games for them are happy to pay for my travels, so why wouldn’t I go everywhere?”

      “I would, if I were you.”

      “I have to say, a trip to Val Segas on the Lady Elizabeth seems an expensive vacation for a bug chaser. I suppose you can work on board, though, can’t you?”

      I flushed. “I’m between jobs, but a friend of mine paid for my ticket.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “But he or she didn’t come with you?”

      “Um, no.”

      Nora smiled at me. “I hope you’re planning on getting dessert.”

      “Absolutely.” When I tapped on the table, the dessert menu flashed on the screen and then vanished. I tried again, but nothing happened.

      “Can I take your order?” The bot flew in lazy circles around the table, leaving behind the scent of burning electronics as it went.

      “We want dessert,” Nora told him.

      “We aren’t supposed to talk to the bots,” I whispered.

      She shrugged. “I want dessert, and I can’t access it through the table screen. What’s the worst thing that can happen? If they bring me two desserts, I’ll eat them both.”

      I laughed. “That’s a good point.” I looked at the bot that was still circling. “I want dessert, too,” I told it.

      “Cake or pie or crème brulée or ice cream or or or or or or…” The bot stopped and then flew straight up until it hit the ceiling with a dull “clunk.” “Dessert,” it said loudly as it dipped down and then back up again before flying off toward the kitchen.

      “Do you think we’ll get any dessert?” I asked.

      “Eventually, they’ll bring us something or come to ask us why we’re just sitting here. I can wait.”

      I nodded and then sat back and tried to think of a smart question to ask the other woman. “Do you know any of the other passengers on board?” was what I finally came out with.

      “I’ve met a few of them before, but I wouldn’t say that I know any of them well. I spent a lot of time researching cats last year. I met a few cat breeders during my research, and I was told that two of them are sailing on the Lady Elizabeth with us, but I haven’t actually seen either of them yet.”

      “I met a woman who breeds cats today. Her name is Carolyn Henry. Is she one of the people you’ve met?”

      Nora nodded. “Carolyn is lovely, and her animals are exquisite. I’m not really a cat person, but if I had to get a cat for some reason, I’d want one of hers.”

      “I met one of her cats when I met her. He was a lovely little creature.”

      “Did you meet Mr. Fluffums? He was traveling with Carolyn when I met her last year.”

      “I did. He snuggled in my hand for a short while.”

      “He’s the nicest cat I’ve ever met, and I met quite a few when I was doing my research.”

      “And then you wrote Cat Fanciers Catastrophe.”

      “I did.”

      “I know someone who bug chased that one. He said it was fun, but frustrating, trying to breed the best cats for various traits.”

      “I may have made it a little too realistic. Creating super breeds is a difficult job. My game allows for more gene manipulation than is generally permitted in actual breeding, but I used real-world failure rates, which means something approaching eighty percent of crossbreeding attempts will result in failure.”

      “My friend said he ended up with a nursery full of undesirable kittens.”

      “Of course, in the game, those kittens can simply be traded in, and players can start over. In the real world, undesirable kittens need to be fed and looked after until the breeder can find a buyer, which often means selling them at a considerable loss.”

      “Who was the other breeder that you met who is sailing with us?” I asked.

      “Allen Royce,” she replied. “He taught me everything I know about genetic manipulation. That’s what he does with his animals. His knowledge wasn’t cheap, but I’ve been told that I got everything right, down to the smallest details, so I probably owe him a drink or two during the journey.”

      “Carolyn mentioned him. She said he likes to drink.”

      Nora laughed. “He does, but I’ve never seen him have more than two or three drinks on any given evening. Regardless, I’m looking forward to seeing him again. The last time we spoke, he told me that he was bringing a really special animal with him on the ship. He’d had some success with his latest manipulations, and he promised me something truly unique.”

      “Wow, that sounds interesting.” I tried to sound excited, but my thoughts were elsewhere. Was Allen killed because someone wanted that special kitten?

      “Dessert, dessert, dessert,” the bot chattered at us. It lowered itself onto the middle of our table and then sat there, humming, as a food trolley rolled up. “Dessert, dessert, dessert,” it said loudly.

      “Chocolate cake,” I said happily as I looked at the trolley.

      “And apple pie,” Nora added. “And vanilla cake and chocolate mousse.”

      “And rainbow cake,” I said as I began taking plates off the trolley. “We have five desserts.”

      “I’ll have the rainbow cake, since you’ve already tried it,” Nora said. “Is there anything you definitely want?”

      “Chocolate cake is my favorite.”

      “You have that, then. We can each have half of the mousse, as that’s easy to share.” Nora used a spoon to scoop out some of the mousse. She added it to her cake plate and then pushed the bowl of mousse toward me. “Shall we worry about the rest if we finish that much?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I’m not sure how much I can manage.”

      The trolley was still waiting, so in between bites of cake and mousse, I piled my empty dinner dishes on it. Nora did the same.

      “It isn’t leaving,” she said. “And neither is our bot friend.”

      “Dessssssseeeerrrrtttttttt,” the bot murmured, its lights flashing red and the green and then red again.

      “We’re good,” I told it. “You can go.”

      Its lights all went dark. After a moment, something went “bang” and sparks flew out of the top of the bot. The sparks were followed by a thick column of smoke.

      “Fire, fire, fire,” an alarm sounded overhead. A moment later, a large red emergency bot flew out of the kitchen. It hovered over the table, seemingly surveying the scene.

      “What’s happening?” I asked in a whisper.

      “I wish I knew,” Nora said. “The cake is good, anyway.”

      She took another bite as the emergency bot clicked and whirred. A moment later, it seemed to split in half as it slowly lowered itself onto the table. Plates and cups were knocked over and something shattered as the large red bot surrounded the smaller mech-bot. Then the two halves of the emergency bot slid back together around the still smoking bot. As the emergency bot slowly rose from the table, I surveyed the damage.

      “Most of the pie is now stuck to the bottom of the emergency bot,” I said. “The vanilla cake is more pancake than anything else. And both of our coffee cups are broken.”

      “It could have been worse,” Nora replied.

      I nodded. “The emergency bot was actually quite efficient.”

      “For a minute or two anyway.”

      I followed Nora’s gaze and watched as the large red bot attempted to return to the kitchen. It missed the doorway twice, banging loudly into the wall, first on one side of the door and then the other. As it lined up to make a third attempt, a person walked out of the kitchen and grabbed the bot. He pulled it into the kitchen and then slammed the door behind them.

      “If we were stopping anywhere with proper connections, and I do mean anywhere on this journey, I’d get off,” Nora told me. “I had my doubts about the length of this cruise when I signed up, but I wanted to get to Val Segas as quickly as possible. I should have known better than to agree to a long cruise with only a handful of tourist stops, though.”

      “What’s in Val Segas?”

      “I’m going to be working with the Val Segas government on a series of games related to the whole Val Segas experience, from casino games to virtual reality adventures to simulation games that simulate everything from cooking in one of their famous restaurants to surviving in one of their desert colonies.”

      “Wow.”

      “But that’s all top-secret for now,” Nora added. “So please don’t tell anyone.”

      “I don’t have anyone to tell. We can’t communicate with the outside world, or so I was told.”

      “We have limited communication with the outside world, due to the speed at which we’re traveling. There will be occasions when communications will be available, though.”

      “When we’re refueling and taking on supplies and on the planetary excursions.”

      “And at other times as needed. I have deadlines to meet. I’ve been promised at least one day per sector where I’ll be able to communicate with my business partners.”

      “Once a sector? I didn’t realize it was going to be that often.”

      “It better be,” Nora said with a frown.

      I finished my cake and put the empty plate on the trolley that still hadn’t moved. As I picked up my spoon to try the mousse, the restaurant door slid open. Every conversation in the room stopped as we all stared at the woman who walked in. She had to be over six feet tall, even without the stiletto heels she was wearing. Her latex dress clung to hourglass curves. Pausing in the doorway, she ran her fingers through her shoulder-length blonde hair.

      “Who is that?” I asked Nora.

      “Malorie Cooper,” she replied. “And if you really want to talk about genetic manipulation, she’s your best source.”

      “Really? She looks like a model or an actor.”

      “She’s both, and she’s super smart. She does her research before she has anything done to her body, and just about everyone in the business talks to her before they find an expert to do any work on them.”

      “She’s bioengineered?”

      “You don’t get an ass like that any other way,” Nora replied.

      I watched as the gorgeous blonde walked to a table on the other side of the room. “I’m impressed,” I admitted.

      “For the right price, you could look almost the same.”

      “I thought genetic manipulation was all about creating new breeds, not altering animals or people who are already here.”

      Nora shrugged. “It’s cheaper, easier, and safer to alter genetic materials during the breeding process, but it isn’t impossible to alter someone’s genetic material at any age. It’s just expensive, difficult, and dangerous.”

      “Was Allen Royce altering his existing cats?” I was mostly talking to myself, but Nora answered.

      “He wasn’t when I spoke to him, but who knows what he’s doing now. He told me that he’d considered it. I know he and Carolyn have had a number of conversations about it. It’s safe to say that they don’t see eye to eye on the subject.”

      “Oh?”

      “Allen has a lot of big plans, things he wants to do with his animals. Carolyn supports selective breeding, but not genetic manipulation. I’m pretty sure Allen and Malorie talked about the subject, too. Malorie knows just about everything there is to know about genetic manipulation. She’ll have had her own ideas about what should or shouldn’t be done to cats, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why don’t you talk to Malorie about it? Everything I’m telling you I got second-hand from someone who knows all of the people involved and knew what I was planning to research. He told me what he’d heard so that I would be able to tread carefully when talking to Malorie and Allen, that’s all. Malorie is the expert, and she’s also incredibly nice and more than happy to share her knowledge with people.”

      “If she’s that smart, I probably won’t understand a word she says.”

      Nora laughed. “She’s very good at explaining things. She’s an expert from personal experience and her own research, but she doesn’t talk like a medical expert. She talks like a normal person. She’s also just really good fun. I’m happy to wait here until she’s done eating and then ask her to join us for a drink.”

      “I’d love that,” I replied, taking another bite of mousse and trying to ignore the knot of nerves in my stomach.
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      Half an hour later, as Nora and I chatted about favorite ice cream flavors, Malorie got up from her table. When she glanced our way, Nora waved at her.

      “Nora? I didn’t know you were on the Lady Elizabeth,” Malorie said as she pulled Nora into a hug.

      “I didn’t know you were going to be here, either, but intergalactic space travel is a small world, really,” Nora replied.

      Malorie nodded. “There aren’t many people who are brave enough or dumb enough to get on a long-haul spaceship to get to Val Segas. Not when there are so many more interesting ways to get there.”

      “Interesting, but time consuming,” Nora countered.

      “Indeed, which is probably why we’re all here,” Malorie said. “Hi,” she added, nodding at me.

      “Hi,” I replied.

      “Ah, Malorie Cooper, this is Diana Dunn. We were just talking about going over to the bar for a drink. Would you care to join us?” Nora asked.

      Malorie grinned at her. “You know I’m always happy to have a drink or two after dinner.”

      I got to my feet and followed the other two women out of the restaurant. It was a short walk from there to the nearest bar. As we walked inside, I blinked several times, trying to get my eyes to adjust to the low levels of light in the smoky room.

      “This must be where they brought our mech-bot,” Nora said with a wink. “No one would even notice the smoke pouring out of him in here.”

      “There’s an empty table over there,” Malorie said, pointing before she headed for the table.

      “Why are the bars smoky?” I asked after we’d all ordered drinks through the surprisingly efficient tabletop screen.

      “Because it creates a certain atmosphere that people enjoy,” Malorie told me. “The stuff they use in bars like this is completely harmless to living things, and it gives an experience that is unique to cocktail bars and casinos.”

      “I’m not sure why people enjoy dark smoky rooms,” I replied.

      Malorie laughed. “It could be argued that it makes people more attractive.”

      “Sooner or later, though, you’re going to have to see that other person with proper lights on,” Nora replied. “I’d rather get that shock out of the way as early as possible.”

      “I find it romantic and fun,” Malorie said. “And we all need both romance and fun in our lives.”

      “I’m good with fun, but I can do without romance,” I replied.

      “I love romance,” Malorie told me. “On screen and off, it’s what keeps life interesting.”

      “My job keeps my life interesting,” Nora said.

      “We all know what Nora does that’s so interesting,” Malorie said. “What do you do?” she asked me.

      “I’m a bug chaser, currently between jobs.”

      Malorie raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize companies were paying that much for bug chasing these days. Long-distance space travel is very expensive.”

      “A friend bought my ticket for me,” I replied flatly.

      “And you don’t want to talk about it,” Malorie said with a laugh. “Don’t mind me. I’m just incurably nosy. Talking to people, learning about their lives, that’s what makes me a good actor. But feel free to tell me to mind my own business when I go too far. It won’t bother me in the slightest.”

      “Diana and I were talking about cats,” Nora said after an actual waiter delivered our drinks.

      “Cats?” Malorie grinned. “Why?”

      “I met someone earlier today who breeds them,” I explained. “Her name is Carolyn Henry.”

      Malorie rolled her eyes. “If you ever want to get a cat from her, be very careful with everything that you say when you speak to her.”

      “I’ll never be able to afford one of her cats,” I replied.

      “They are very expensive, but also adorable. And they’re tiny, so I could fit one in a pocket or a small handbag and take it everywhere,” Malorie said. “Carolyn was fine with all of that. She got incredibly upset when I suggested that I might want to color my kitty’s fur to match my wigs, though.”

      Nora and I both laughed.

      “I can understand why,” Nora said.

      “I would use animal-safe dyes,” Malorie argued. “It wouldn’t do the little darling any harm, and he or she would look so much cuter posing for pictures with me if we matched.”

      “So Carolyn wouldn’t let you adopt one of her kittens?” Nora asked.

      “I could have gotten one through other means, of course, but she was very rude to me, so I decided to take my business elsewhere. Allen Royce doesn’t care what I do with my kitten once I’ve paid for it.”

      I winced. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      Malorie waved a hand. “Of course, he expects me to treat the animal well. If he found out that I wasn’t feeding it he’d get upset, but as far as dyeing its fur, well, he isn’t worried about that. As I said, I’ll use animal-safe dyes.”

      “So you’re getting a kitten from Allen Royce?” Nora asked.

      “I’m supposed to be getting a kitten from Allen Royce. We were supposed to meet earlier today to finalize the arrangements. I thought I was going to get to pick up my animal once we arrived in Val Segas, but now I’m not sure.”

      Nora frowned. “Why not?”

      “We were supposed to meet in the lobby while everyone was checking in for the flight,” Malorie explained. “I waited for Allen until just before blastoff, but he never arrived. It’s possible that I missed him, of course, but he was supposed to wait for me if I wasn’t there when he arrived.”

      “You should have plenty of time to talk to him during the journey,” Nora said.

      “But I need to arrange to transfer the credits to him, and for that I need a connection to the outside world,” Malorie replied. “I was hoping to get that done before we left Cenclare. I have a lot of other things that I’m going to need to do during our brief communication windows on the journey.”

      Nora nodded. “Since he didn’t show up as expected, you should just tell him that you’ll pay him when you get to Val Segas.”

      “I should,” Malorie agreed. “It isn’t as if he can arrange to sell the little beast to anyone else, not while we can’t communicate with the rest of the galaxy. That’s a good idea, actually. I may just tell him that when I see him.”

      “I didn’t see you in the lobby when I arrived,” I said.

      Malorie looked at me and then shrugged. “I was there, sitting in the corner near the elevators. I did go up to my room at one point, just to change shoes, but I wasn’t gone for long. I’d have been faster if the elevators worked a bit better.”

      Nora laughed. “Mine stopped on every deck, even though I was the only person on the elevator. I did get a peek at C Deck, which was not at all exciting.”

      “I want to hear all about it,” Malorie said. “Rumor has it they deliberately didn’t finish C Deck for passengers because they’re using it for smuggling, but you didn’t hear that from me.”

      “Smuggling what?” I wondered.

      Malorie shrugged. “Drugs, alcohol, electronics, people. Who knows?”

      I thought back to what I’d seen of C Deck. Aside from the dead man, the only things I’d seen were dark empty corridors. Of course, there could have been anything behind the doors that opened off of those corridors.

      “All I saw was a corridor, and from the elevator it didn’t look any different from the corridors on every other deck. I should know. I’ve seen them all now,” Nora replied.

      “Did you get as high as the control room on X Deck?” Malorie asked. “I’m going to try to get someone to give me a tour of the control room.”

      “Sadly, my floor-by-floor trip through the ship stopped at A Deck. Actually, it may have continued onwards, but I got off on A Deck as that’s where my cabin is located. I never thought about staying on and trying to get a look at the control room,” Nora said.

      “I tried going up there,” Malorie admitted. “You have to scan your comms if you want to select that level. When I tried, it told me I wasn’t authorized. I got the same message when I tried to pick C Deck.”

      “You tried to pick C Deck?” I asked.

      “I thought it would be fun to see it,” Malorie replied. “But when I pushed the button, it asked me to scan my device. Once I’d done that, it would only take me to A Deck.”

      “Whereas the scanner didn’t seem to be working in the elevator that I took,” Nora said. “When I got in, I was told to select my level, but then the car stopped at each one regardless.”

      “Which elevator was it?” Malorie asked. “I want to try it out.”

      “It was the last one on the left,” Nora replied after a moment.

      Malorie grinned. “Who wants to come exploring with me?”

      I took a slow sip of my drink while I tried to think. I really didn’t want to visit C Deck again, but part of me was curious about the supposedly inaccessible location. Trying to get there felt both dangerous and exciting.

      “I’ll go,” Nora said. “Only because I’ve nothing else to do tonight. Maybe we’ll discover that InmonCorp is smuggling something exciting.”

      “I suspect we’ll just find an unfinished deck, but I’m curious enough to want to come along,” I said.

      “Why isn’t it finished?” Nora asked. “We were originally supposed to sail back in Maych. Then they pushed the departure date to Junly. When they pushed it back to Octvember, I almost canceled my ticket.”

      “Every time they changed the date, they said that the ship was very nearly finished,” Malorie said. “I wouldn’t consider it nearly finished now, not with one entire deck unusable.”

      “Maybe it is done,” Nora said. “Maybe they finished it and then filled it with people who prefer to hide the fact that they are going to Val Segas.”

      “Ooh, I like that,” Malorie replied. “All the cabins could be full of the mega-rich who usually travel privately, or maybe the sorts of criminals who do everything in secrecy.”

      “Or those cabins could be full of people being smuggled from one side of the galaxy to the other,” Nora suggested. “I’ve heard that there is a large underground people-smuggling network on Val Segas.”

      “You can find everything on Val Segas,” Malorie said. “Including a brand new and soon-to-be very important screen studio, but you didn’t hear that from me.”

      “Who is putting a film studio on Val Segas?” Nora demanded.

      Malorie shook her head. “I can’t say anything further. I shouldn’t have said that much. Watch the news headlines once we’ve arrived in Val Segas, though. If everything goes to plan, the story should hit a few days after our arrival.”

      “Is it Boris?” Nora asked. “It sounds like something Boris would do. He’s the most famous director in screen history, in his own mind, if nowhere else.”

      “That’s Boris,” Malorie agreed with a laugh. “But he doesn’t have the credits necessary to build a studio on Val Segas. It’s an undertaking that needs serious stacks.”

      “Hugh?” Nora speculated. “He’s stupid rich.”

      “And stupid,” Malorie told her. “If he was behind the project, I wouldn’t be involved. My name is going to be attached to the studio in a big way. I don’t play games with my career, and working with Hugh is far too risky for me.”

      Nora nodded. “So you’re building a studio on Val Segas,” she said. “There have been rumors for years that you wanted to open up your own studio. I’m surprised it’s taken you this long, really. I haven’t heard any talk connecting you to Val Segas yet, but I’m sure that’s quite deliberate.”

      “You may speculate all you like, but I’m not going to confirm or deny anything,” Malorie replied with a wink.

      “Will your studio just do screen, or are you planning to have a gaming division?” Nora asked.

      Malorie grinned at her. “Hypothetically, if I were starting my own studio somewhere, I would probably start with screen, but I’d want to expand as quickly as possible. Ideally, I’d like to release screens and the games that tie into them at the same time.”

      “Interesting,” Nora said. “If you haven’t already been talking to games designers, you should be doing that now.”

      “Obviously, if I were planning any such thing, I’d have an entire team of people working on it on my behalf. That’s especially true while I’m trapped on this ship, out of touch with the rest of the galaxy for long stretches of time. Having said that, if I were planning my own studio, all the final decisions would be mine. Do you know a games designer looking for work?”

      “I may know someone who might be interested,” Nora replied. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk about it over the next few sectors.”

      Malorie nodded. “I’ll look forward to it.”

      “If you need bug chasers, I’m available,” I blurted out, blushing as I spoke.

      “Is that what you want to do forever?” Nora asked me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, do you have bigger ambitions beyond bug chasing?” she explained.

      “I’d love to work on games, but I never went to college. I’ve taught myself some basic coding, but I don’t know enough to actually code games,” I told her.

      “Learning to code isn’t that difficult,” Nora said. “What’s difficult is coming up with ideas, plots, stories, and unique game play. Do you have enough imagination to build great games?”

      “I’d like to think so. I do have some ideas,” I admitted. “But because I don’t know how to code them, I don’t know if they’d work or not.”

      Nora studied me for a moment. “What do you think?” she asked Malorie.

      “She seems nice,” Malorie replied. “And we need another round.”

      Nora continued to stare at me while Malorie tapped on the table to order more drinks. I thought about protesting. I rarely had more than one alcoholic drink at any given time, but I wanted to do my best to seem as if I fit in with the others.

      As the waiter passed around our drinks, Nora picked up her handbag. When she put it back down, she had a small cube in her hand.

      “Try this,” she told me, passing me the cube.

      I turned it over and over in my hands. It was completely unmarked. “What is it?” I finally asked.

      “A basic course in coding. I wrote it myself,” she told me. “It will give you something to do on the journey, and it could significantly help your career.”

      I tried not to act as shocked as I felt. “Thank you,” I said far too quietly. “Thank you!” I repeated, nearly shouting.

      Nora shrugged. “The course will take you through writing a few basic games. I’d like first refusal on the ones you create for the course.”

      “Of course,” I agreed quickly.

      “If they’re any good at all, I may have a job for you by the time we reach Val Segas. Assuming you actually get through the course and write the games,” she told me.

      “I’ll start working tomorrow morning,” I promised.

      “Because tonight we’re going exploring,” Malorie said with a laugh. “At least if we get caught and arrested, you’ll have something to do in prison.”

      “Surely they wouldn’t arrest us,” I said.

      “Of course not,” Nora replied. “We are allowed to explore the ship.”

      “We could go down to B Deck and see how the other half live,” Malorie suggested.

      “I’m planning to spend some time down there,” Nora said. “I expect I’ll find a lot of people there who play my games. I’m hoping they’ll be willing to share positive and negative feedback about the ones they play.”

      “Nora is always working,” Malorie told me. “She doesn’t know how to enjoy a twenty-six-sector vacation.”

      “What are you going to be doing for twenty-six sectors?” Nora asked Malorie.

      “Drinking and sleeping, mostly,” Malorie replied. “I did bring a stack of script cubes, including a handful of unsolicited ones that my assistant said weren’t horrible. If I read one a day, I should finish them all the day before we reach Val Segas.”

      “So you’re working, too,” Nora concluded.

      “Yes, but only a little bit,” Malorie said, chuckling.

      “Of course, you need to find time to meet with Allen Royce about your kitten, too,” Nora said.

      “Yes,” Malorie agreed with a frown. “I wish we’d taken care of that as we’d initially planned. If I didn’t want the kitten so badly, I’d cancel the order.”

      “Allen knows that and will use it to his advantage,” Nora replied. “He can sell every one of his animals ten times over, you know.”

      “I do know,” Malorie sighed. “I had to pay a huge deposit, just to get put on the waiting list, and even now I’m not sure whether I’m going to get a kitten or not. Maybe Allen didn’t bother to show up because he doesn’t have a kitten for me.”

      “Surely he wouldn’t sell you a kitten he didn’t have,” I said.

      “Actually, that’s exactly what he has to do,” Nora replied. “If Malorie wants a kitten when we arrive in Val Segas, then Allen has to sell her one that hasn’t even been conceived yet and hope that it arrives safely just a few weeks before we arrive.”

      “I guess I don’t know anything about cat pregnancies,” I said.

      “SuperNex cats are usually pregnant for around fifty days,” Nora told me. “That’s a bit shorter than most cats, but their small size makes it difficult for them to carry kittens for much longer than that. They also usually only have a single kitten at a time, although twins do happen.”

      “Allen promised me that if the cat he was breeding for me had twins, he would let me have both,” Malorie said. “I’m not sure I want two, though. One kitten is adorable. Two seems like hard work.”

      Nora shrugged. “Or maybe you won’t be getting any.”

      “I should find out what’s going on,” Malorie said. She tapped on her comms and then scrolled through several screens. “Come on, Allen. Time to chat,” she muttered as she typed a message. Once the message was sent, she sat back and finished her drink.

      “While we wait, should we go exploring?” she asked.

      Nora drank what was left in her glass. “Sure, why not?”

      I picked up my glass and quickly emptied it. The sudden rush of alcohol made me cough as I put my glass down.

      “Don’t drink much?” Malorie asked as she stood up.

      “Not usually,” I replied.

      “I don’t, either,” Nora told me. “But here drinks are included in what we’ve already paid, and I don’t have to work tomorrow. I figure I’ll take a few days to get settled into shipboard life before I start working on my next project.” She stood up and stretched.

      I got to my feet and carefully put the cube that Nora had given me into my handbag. Then I followed Nora and Malorie out of the room.
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      We walked to the bank of elevators. Malorie pushed the button to call a car, and then we all watched anxiously to see which one would come first. A moment later, a soft “ping” announced that our elevator had arrived. When the doors to the car in the middle of the row on the right slid open, Nora quickly walked inside.

      “This isn’t the one we want,” Malorie complained as she followed Nora into the elevator.

      I rushed after them, stepping inside as Nora pushed the button for the lobby.

      “We can’t hang around on A Deck pushing the request button all night,” Nora explained. “There are too many other people around, people who might want to use an elevator. But we should be the only people in the lobby. No one has any reason to go down there now that we’re all checked into our cabins. It’s a better place to try to wait for the elevator we want.”

      “She’s smarter at sneaky stuff than I am,” Malorie told me.

      Nora laughed. “It’s just like a game. You have to find ways around obstacles in order to get where you want to go.”

      When the elevator doors opened, we all walked over and peered into the large lobby. As Nora had predicted, it was empty, almost spookily so. As we stood next to a small grouping of couches and chairs, I could see a single mech-bot hovering behind the check-in desk. Its lights were yellow.

      “It’s in sleep mode,” Nora whispered, nodding toward the bot. “As long as we don’t get too close, it won’t wake up.”

      “I wasn’t planning on getting any closer than this,” I whispered back.

      Nora laughed. “But we could explore the entire lobby. When I was here earlier, I was in a hurry to get to my room. I know I missed a lot.”

      “It’s lovely,” Malorie said. “But I spent over an hour sitting on this chair, waiting for Allen. That gave me time to study the room and everything in it. There’s a lot of ancient art and a case full of models of various spacecraft. The carpet is mid-grade. What we have on A Deck is nicer, but I’d be willing to bet that B Deck’s carpeting isn’t as nice as this. I could go on and tell you about the lights and the wall coverings and everything else, but I’m boring myself now.”

      “Let’s see if we can get the right elevator down here, then,” Nora suggested.

      We all walked back to the bank of elevators. Nora pushed the button to request a car, and the one we’d just emerged from slid open again.

      “Go inside and select every floor,” Nora told me. “Then jump back out.”

      “Surely, it’s smart enough to realize that it’s empty,” I protested as I walked into the elevator.

      “Maybe, but maybe not,” Nora countered. “Considering how many other things aren’t working on this ship, it wouldn’t surprise me if that function wasn’t working on that elevator.”

      I pushed all of the buttons and then walked out of the car.  A moment later, the doors slid shut. The bar above the car tracked its progress as it began to climb.

      “Now we just have to request another car,” Nora said, pushing the button again.

      Half an hour later, we’d cycled through all of the cars at least twice, aside from the last one on the left. Its tracking bar was blank, and we never saw that change while we were sending other cars away.

      “I think they must know that it’s broken,” Nora said eventually. “They’ve probably taken it out of service.”

      “Can I help you?”

      The mech-bot’s voice made me jump. I spun around and stared at the machine. Its eyes were now red as it seemed to be studying us.

      “I dropped something in one of the elevators earlier,” Nora told the bot. “At least, I think I did. I wanted to have a look, because if it isn’t there, then I must have left it at home.”

      “Which elevator?” the bot asked.

      “That one,” Nora indicated toward the last car on the left.

      “That elevator is out of service,” we were told. “I will file a request to have it searched for your item. What exactly are they looking for?” the bot demanded.

      “Just a story cube,” Nora replied. “I was reading it while I was waiting for my transportation to the terminal this morning. I thought I put it in my coat pocket, but now I can’t find it anywhere. It’s entirely possible that I put it down somewhere at home when I had to leave, though.”

      “I will have maintenance look for a story cube when they resume work on the elevator tomorrow. Is there anything else?” the bot asked.

      “No, we’re good,” Malorie said. She hit the button for the elevators, and we all rushed into the first one that appeared.

      “Thanks for your help,” Nora said to the bot as the doors began to shut.

      The bot whirred and clicked and then slowly began to float back toward the desk.

      “That was creepy,” I said as we slowly climbed toward A Deck.

      “You are scarily good at that,” Malorie told Nora. “I almost believed you, and I knew better.”

      Nora laughed. “Life is a game I play to win.”

      A moment later, the elevator stopped on A Deck.

      “It’s been interesting,” Malorie said. “See you all soon.” She turned left and rapidly walked away.

      “I’ve heard the suites are amazing,” Nora said as we both turned right and headed down the corridor.

      “I’m sure they are,” I replied. I stopped when I reached my door. “Um, thank you for the course. It really means a lot to me.”

      “I’m trusting you to work hard and get through the whole course before we get to Val Segas. Don’t let me down.”

      “I won’t,” I promised.

      My door slid open, and I walked into my cabin. As the door shut behind me, I realized that someone had been there while I’d been out. There was a large box sitting on my bed.

      “I hope these make you smile. Please call me if there is anything else I can do. Nathan.”

      I read the note out loud and then frowned at the large box. What could he have brought me? That he’d been in my cabin while I hadn’t been there made me slightly uneasy, but there was nothing I could do about that now. Sighing, I grabbed the top of the box and pulled.

      “Welcome, welcome, welcome to SlumberSloth,” a small speaker in the lid sang to me. “We hope you’ll love your new SlumberSloth pillows.”

      I stared at the pillows while the voice went on and on about how best to enjoy the pillows that were guaranteed to give me the best sleep of my life. Ten minutes later, when someone knocked on the door, I was still staring in disbelief at the box on the bed.

      “Jonathan? Hi,” I said when I’d opened the door.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked as he followed me into my room.

      “That,” I said, gesturing toward the box.

      He looked into the box and then lifted the lid and read the note that had been stuck on top of it.

      “So you met Nathan Moore, too,” he said.

      I nodded. “He came to see me with Becca someone. She’s head of the medical team.”

      “She’s the entire medical team. He’s Captain Ryder’s assistant. Did you ask him for SlumberSloth pillows?”

      I tried to remember exactly what I’d said. “Maybe. He said something about being able to get me anything in the ship’s store, and I said what if I wanted two of everything. He asked what I could possibly want two of, and I just said the first thing that came into my head.”

      “SlumberSloth pillows. The most expensive and overpriced pillow in the galaxy.”

      “They’re overpriced? I thought they were guaranteed to be amazing.”

      “They’re nice pillows, but they aren’t all that special. But people who’ve paid crazy prices for something are never going to admit that what they got is anything other than fabulous.”

      I walked over to the bed and picked up one of the pillows. “It’s so light and fluffy!” I exclaimed. I held it up and rested my head against it. “And it’s amazing. I love it.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Lots of people love them, but that still doesn’t mean they’re worth what they cost. I prefer a different brand that’s half the price and, to my mind, twice as good.”

      “I can’t keep these, though,” I said, dropping the pillow back into the box. “It feels all sorts of icky.”

      “Icky?” Jonathan laughed. “In what way?”

      “It feels like I’m being bribed to keep quiet. I’ve been given a fancier cabin on a better deck already, and now they’ve given me two incredibly expensive pillows. What’s next?”

      “Let them bribe you. They’ve offered me another trip anywhere in the galaxy as an apology for the unfortunate incident that happened this morning.”

      “Did you take it?”

      “Of course I took it. Why wouldn’t I? That doesn’t mean I’m going to stop investigating, though. And you’d better believe that if I find the killer, I’m going to make sure he or she gets punished appropriately.”

      “But is there a proper, official investigation happening?”

      “That isn’t our concern. If it is happening, it will be performed with the utmost discretion.”

      “I can understand that, but surely whoever is investigating should want to talk to me.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “We were questioned right after the body was found. Do you have anything to add to what you said at that time?”

      “No, of course not. I didn’t know anything then, and I don’t know anything now.”

      “Then let’s just assume that a very discreet investigation is happening behind the scenes, shall we?”

      “And while we wait for the investigation to find the killer, we should just keep accepting gifts from InmonCorp?”

      “While we wait, we keep conducting our own investigation. I’d be willing to wager a few credits that we’ll find the killer before Shawn Inmon does, even if he is investigating.”

      I grinned. “That’s a bet I’m not dumb enough to take.”

      “So, let’s talk about Carolyn Henry. What did you learn from her?”

      “That she loves cats and wasn’t terribly fond of Allen Royce.”

      Jonathan tapped on his comms and then typed something. “So she had a motive,” he said.

      I shrugged. “I don’t think she hated him. She just didn’t like him – or rather, she didn’t approve of some of the things he was doing with his cats.”

      “People have been killed for less.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do say so. The keys to solving this case are finding who had motive, means, and opportunity. We just have to consider each suspect in light of those three items. Carolyn clearly had a motive.”

      “Means? I’m not sure what that even is.”

      “In this case, what matters is how Allen was killed,” Jonathan explained. “I suspect he was shot, but he could have been stabbed. I can’t think of anything else that would have resulted in that much blood.”

      I sighed. “So someone had a blaster or a knife. The first is supposed to be impossible to get, but the second is readily available. I don’t suppose Becca will tell us how he was actually killed.”

      “I may try to talk to her at some point, but first we need to determine how likely she is as a suspect in the case.”

      “A suspect? You think Becca, the ship’s medical officer, might be a murderer?”

      He patted my arm. “Diana, dear, everyone on this ship is a suspect – aside from us, of course, because if one of us had done it, we would have made sure not to find the body.”

      “Would we, though?” I blurted out the words as the thought popped into my head. As soon as I’d said them, I was sorry. Was it possible that Jonathan had killed Allen Royce? Being alone with the man suddenly seemed like a very bad idea.

      “You need to work on your poker face,” Jonathan said, clearly amused. “Yes, it is possible that I killed Allen, although I would argue that I didn’t have a motive, as I’d never met the man. Of course, I can’t prove that, so you’re smart to be suspicious of me. I will admit that you’re still on my list of suspects, too. Then again, everyone on the ship is on my list at the moment.”

      I took a deep breath. “I hope I’m near the bottom of the list.”

      “You are, along with just about everyone on B Deck. I don’t imagine that anyone there knew Allen or cares much about designer kittens.”

      “You might be surprised. Just because someone can’t afford something, doesn’t mean he or she doesn’t want to own it. I used to work with a woman who was obsessed by designer shoes. Not the kind that you can buy in the shops, but the kind that you can buy only directly from the designer. She told me that one pair usually cost about five years of her salary, but she was saving up, and she was determined to get a pair before she turned thirty.”

      “Interesting. So maybe we need to look at someone on B Deck who wanted, but who couldn’t afford, a SuperNex kitten.”

      I sighed. “There are over five hundred people on the ship, and they are all suspects. We’re never going to work out what happened to Allen.”

      “I can get a list of names of everyone on board. I may be able to get some basic biographical information about them as well.”

      “You can? How?”

      “I have sources,” Jonathan said with a smug grin.

      “And then what? Are we actually going to go down the list and try to talk to everyone on board? That would take ages.”

      “Time is on our side. We’ve nothing else to do for the next twenty-five sectors.”

      “I have something else to do. I’m going to be learning to code. I met Nora Phoenix, and she gave me a study cube on coding.”

      “Nora Phoenix, the game designer?”

      I nodded.

      “And it doesn’t worry you that she’s been very publicly arguing with Allen Royce over the last year?”

      “Arguing with him? She told me that she’d met him, but she didn’t mention any argument.”

      “She used him a source for a video game about breeding cats, but he claimed that she’d promised him a percentage of the sales of the game as payment for his time. She denies ever making any such offer.”

      “She didn’t say anything about that while we were talking about the man.”

      “Maybe she’s no longer worried about it because she knows he’s no longer a threat.”

      I stared at him. “That can’t be right. She was really nice, and she wants to help me with my career.”

      “She had a motive. The question is, did she have the means and the opportunity?”

      “She told us that her elevator stopped on C Deck,” I said quietly.

      “Did it now? Interesting. That suggests she may have had the opportunity, then. I wish we knew more about the murder weapon.”

      “Surely everyone on the ship had the opportunity to kill the man. Elevators were randomly stopping on C Deck all morning.”

      “Maybe. If I could get a look at the elevator’s logs, we could learn more, but I can’t get through their security.  Not yet, anyway.”

      “You’re trying to hack the ship’s logs?”

      “Just for the elevators.”

      “But they aren’t supposed to be stopping on C Deck, so if they do, it’s a glitch. Do the logs record glitches like that?”

      “Probably not, now that you mention it.” He sighed. “If I were a better hacker, I could just hack the cameras from C Deck and see who was with Allen when he got off the elevator there.”

      “If that’s possible, then surely whoever is actually investigating the case has already done that.”

      “If anyone is actually investigating.”

      I sighed. “We’re wasting our time.”

      “We’re not. We have two suspects with motives – Carolyn Henry and Nora Phoenix. Who else have you met today?”

      “Malorie Cooper, but I don’t think she has a motive. She was supposed to be buying a kitten from Allen. She told me that she spent a lot of the morning sitting in the lobby, waiting for him to arrive so that she could transfer the necessary funds to him before we left Cenclare.”

      “I can’t imagine Malorie Cooper sitting around and waiting for anyone. I’ve met her a couple of times, and from what I can recall, she had a team of people looking after her. I can’t believe she didn’t just have her assistant get her a kitten.”

      “She said she’d met with both Carolyn and Allen. Apparently, Carolyn didn’t like the idea of Malorie dyeing the kitten’s fur to match her wigs.”

      Jonathan laughed. “That sounds like Malorie, and it also sounds like Carolyn. If Carolyn knew that Allen was selling a kitten to Malorie, she has yet another motive.”

      “But Malorie doesn’t have one.”

      “Unless there was more to the kitten sale than Malorie told you. As I said earlier, I would have expected Malorie to have someone else take care of all of the arrangements, even if she did meet with Allen herself initially. I also can’t see Malorie sitting in the lobby for hours with nothing to do – not unless she was trying to give herself an alibi, maybe.”

      I frowned. “She wasn’t there when I arrived.”

      “I didn’t see her, either. I would have spoken to her if I had.” He tapped on his comms. “I’m putting her near the top of my list of suspects.”

      “And you have Becca on there?”

      “I do. And Nathan.”

      “Nathan? Why Nathan?”

      “Because I know nothing about the man. I’m trying to find out what I can, but as of right now, all I know is that he’s some sort of assistant to the captain.”

      “And is the captain on your list?”

      “He’s near the top. I don’t know what his motive would have been, but if anyone can move around the ship, even on decks that are supposed to be closed, it’s Captain Ryder.”

      “Who else is on the list, then?”

      “Shawn Inmon, because I don’t like him. I can’t honestly see him killing anyone, although I can see him ordering someone else to do it.”

      “What a horrible thought.”

      “And if he did pay for Allen’s murder, Jerry Weible would be the most likely person for the job.”

      “He has cold eyes.”

      “Which is not a crime, in itself.”

      “No, but of all the people I’ve met so far, he’s the one I’d miss least if he were thrown into prison.”

      “Maybe, if he didn’t kill Allen, we can find something else that could get him arrested.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “Have you met anyone else on board?”

      “I had lunch with a woman named Kelly Collins. We didn’t talk about Allen or cats at all. It was lovely.”

      “That’s interesting, because Kelly Collins used to be married to Allen Royce.”

      My jaw dropped. “Really?”

      “Really. They weren’t married for very long, and they got divorced nearly twenty years ago, but as I understand it, there were still hard feelings on both sides.”

      I sighed. “So she had a motive, too. I’m starting to think that everyone on this ship had a motive for killing the man.”

      “Many of the people on the ship are wealthy and bored. They all know one another, and they shop at the same stores and use the same doctors and lawyers and whatnot. Allen moved in that circle because he offered a very high-priced and rare commodity that only people with great wealth could afford.”

      “And then one of them killed him,” I said flatly.

      “And we’re going to work out who. Tomorrow the captain will make an official announcement about Allen’s death. After that, everyone on the ship will be talking about him. Our job will be to listen.”

      “I can do that,” I replied, suspecting that Jonathan was making it sound too easy.
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      I woke up with a start, worried about being late for work. When my eyes finally focused on the unfamiliar cabin, I suddenly remembered where I was. Sighing, I rolled over and fluffed my SlumberSloth pillow.

      “You’re far too comfortable,” I muttered as I rolled out of bed an hour later. I rushed through my morning routine, eager to get some breakfast before I started on my coding course. Keeping busy would mean not having to think about everything that had happened the previous day.

      “Table seven,” the woman at the door to the restaurant told me when I arrived.

      I walked into the room and looked around. Kelly waved from one table and Nora nodded at me from another.

      “Table seven,” a mech-bot said loudly. “Follow me.”

      He was an older model, one I’d not seen before. As I followed him, it became obvious that he was having trouble hovering at a consistent height. Every few feet, he would dip toward the floor suddenly before slowly struggling back up as he continued forward. “Table seven,” he announced as he stopped next to the table marked “eleven.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Table seven,” he replied firmly.

      I looked at the woman who was already sitting there. She was probably close to fifty. Her brown hair was lightly streaked with grey, and she gave me a friendly smile as I hesitated. “Table seven?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I was told to go to table two, but the bot brought me here, and I was afraid to argue with him.”

      I laughed and then sat down opposite her. “I suppose it doesn’t much matter.”

      “I hope not. I live in fear of being given a huge bill for meals I didn’t eat once we get to Val Segas. I know the trip is supposed to include everything on board, but I’m always suspicious of such things.”

      “You could just refuse to pay. I’m not sure they could do much about it.”

      “They could ban me from ever traveling with InmonCorp again. That might be a good thing, though.”

      I nodded and then looked back up at the bot that was still hovering next to the table.

      “Order!” he said loudly.

      I tapped on the table and then frowned. “This is the dinner menu.”

      “Yeah, that’s all I could get, too,” the other woman told me. “I pulled up the breakfast menu on my comms, but I’m not sure it’s the right menu.”

      I sighed and then tapped on my comms.

      “Order,” the bot said menacingly.

      “Pancakes and bacon,” I said quickly, hoping they were on the menu.

      “I’ll have the same, and coffee,” my companion added.

      “Yes, coffee,” I said quickly.

      The bot whirred and hummed and then slowly sank below the level of the top of the table.

      “What’s it doing?” I whispered.

      A moment later, it moved forward slowly and then began to rise. Except now it was under the table, so it banged quite loudly into the table’s top and then bounced up and down several times, banging itself on both the table and the floor.

      “We’re never going to get breakfast, are we?”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t seem likely.”

      “I’m Anne Chase. If this thing kills me, tell my dogs that I loved them.”  Anne bent down and grabbed the bot by one of its now badly bent antennas. She pulled hard, dragging it out from under the table and then lifting it up as far as she could reach. “Fly, little darling, fly,” she said.

      An alarm sounded from the bot, the shrill noise slowly fading as the bot’s lights flashed and flickered. After what felt like a very long time, it began to slowly drift away aimlessly.

      I watched as it meandered its way around the room. When it finally disappeared into the kitchen, seemingly more through luck than anything else, I sighed.

      “It isn’t that long until lunch,” I said.

      Anne laughed. “A food trolley will stop here at random eventually. It may not have what we want on it, but at this point I’ll eat anything.”

      “I don’t even know what I want, because I never did find the menu.”

      “I hate to think how much I paid for this sailing. We were promised the ultimate luxury experience. This isn’t it.”

      I shrugged. “The food has all been good, even if getting it has been difficult.”

      “There is that. Dinner last night was wonderful. Unfortunately, I’ve no idea what I ate, because it wasn’t what I ordered, and I can’t seem to find anything like it on the menu, either.”

      I introduced myself and then we chatted about food until a trolley stopped next to our table.

      “Waffles, swimming in butter and maple syrup,” Anne exclaimed. “And ham, which is nearly as good as bacon.”

      “I’m not going to complain.” I grabbed a plate from the trolley and dug into my breakfast.

      “Ms. Dunn, when you’ve finished eating, you’re needed elsewhere,” a voice said near my ear.

      I jumped and then frowned at Jerry, who was standing much too close to me. “Where did you come from?”

      “The bridge,” he replied flatly. “I’ll be waiting for you in the corridor. Please don’t delay.”

      “Are you okay?” Anne asked as Jerry walked away.

      “Sure, I’m fine,” I lied.

      “Do you know that guy?”

      “We met yesterday. He works for the Lady Elizabeth, or rather, he works for InmonCorp. I can’t imagine what he wants, though.” Except I could imagine all sorts of things he might want, like for me to move back to the cabin I was supposed to be using, leaving my SlumberSloth pillows behind, of course.

      “You aren’t eating,” Anne said a short while later.

      “I’ve lost my appetite.”

      “You’re worried about that guy. Do you want me to come with you when you go to talk to him?”

      “No. But thank you. I’m sure it will all be fine.”

      I drank what was left of my coffee and then pushed my half-eaten breakfast away. “I’m going to go and get this over with. It was nice meeting you.”

      “It was nice meeting you, too. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

      “Sure.” If you want to hang out on B Deck.

      Jerry was standing in the corridor, frowning at his comms.

      “Hi,” I said brightly.

      He scowled at me and then turned and began to march down the hall.

      “Should I follow you?” I called after him.

      “Yes, of course,” he snapped.

      He walked me to the elevators and then ushered me into one. A moment later, we emerged on X Deck. Jerry led me down a corridor and then used his comms to open a door.

      “Good morning,” Shawn said from his seat at the head of the large table in the center of the room.

      “Good morning,” I replied as I followed Jerry inside.

      “Have a seat,” Shawn said, waving a hand.

      I sat down in the first chair I reached, leaving six empty seats between Shawn and me.

      He laughed. “We are expecting a few other people, but not that many. Please, come closer. I don’t bite – not unless you want me to, that is.”

      Jerry chuckled as he sat down on Shawn’s right side. He set a cup of coffee on the table and then looked over at me.

      “You can get yourself something if you want,” he said, nodding toward the table in the corner.

      Since I had to get up to move seats anyway, I walked over to the table and poured myself some coffee. There were bagels and pastries as well, but I was too nervous to eat anything. When I walked back to the table, I picked a seat only two away from Shawn on the opposite side of the table from Jerry.

      The door opened as I took a sip of coffee. Jonathan strolled in, looking unconcerned. Nathan and Becca were right behind him.

      “Get yourself something to drink or eat,” Shawn told Jonathan. “We’ll get started when Michael gets here.”

      A minute later, Jonathan put down a plate and cup and then sat down next to me. His plate had four pastries stacked on top of one another.

      “Hungry?” I asked.

      “I didn’t get breakfast. I wasn’t planning on getting up this early,” he replied.

      “Sorry about that,” Shawn said, sounding anything but. “We need to get certain things done today, though. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Not really,” Jonathan replied.

      “We’ll explain when Captain Ryder gets here,” Jerry said.

      “Did you get breakfast?” Jonathan asked me.

      “I was in the middle of it when I was asked to come here.”

      Whatever Jonathan was going to say was interrupted as the door slid open again. Captain Ryder strode into the room. He nodded at Shawn and then sat down on the chair nearest to the door.

      “Right, well, let’s get started,” Shawn said. “I’m sure you’re curious why we’ve called you here,” he said looking at Jonathan and then me.

      “I assume it has something to do with Allen Royce’s death,” Jonathan replied.

      “See? I told you things were already leaking out,” Jerry said. “Who told you the name of the dead man?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I can’t remember where I heard it, but I heard it from more than one person. That is, more than one person mentioned that they knew Allen was supposed to be on the ship, but that they hadn’t been able to find him. I simply extrapolated from there.”

      Jerry frowned but didn’t reply.

      “Yes, well, you’re right, of course. We wanted to talk to you about Mr. Royce’s unfortunate accident.”

      “When he accidentally walked into blaster fire?” Jonathan asked dryly.

      “We believe that he stumbled backward, actually,” Becca said. “The thing is, he was alone on a deck that is supposed to be off limits to guests. We aren’t sure how he got there or why he was there.”

      Shawn frowned. “As I was saying, we wanted to talk to you about Mr. Royce’s unfortunate accident.”

      “Sorry,” Becca muttered, looking down at the table.

      “Our medical team is still analyzing all of the evidence from the scene of the accident,” Shawn continued. “Once they’ve presented their conclusions, we’ll decide how we want to proceed.”

      “With a full criminal investigation,” Jonathan suggested.

      “If that is what is deemed necessary, of course,” Shawn agreed. “For now, though, we need to inform the other passengers as to what’s happened. We’ve recorded something to show on screens around the ship. We wanted you to watch it first and give us your thoughts.”

      He nodded at Jerry, who pushed a button on the table in front of us. A moment later, the recording started.

      “The captain and crew of the Lady Elizabeth are sorry to inform all passengers of the sudden passing of one of our guests.”

      The screen showed still images of Captain Ryder followed by several other crew members. The voice that spoke over the images was soft and soothing.

      “Sadly, Mr. Allen Royce had an unfortunate accident shortly after the Lady Elizabeth left Cenclare,” the voice continued.

      An image of Allen appeared on the screen. He was smiling and holding a kitten.

      “Mr. Royce was, of course, a well-known breeder of SuperNex cats. No doubt many passengers on board knew Mr. Royce and will mourn his passing. We want to assure everyone that Mr. Royce’s accident is being investigated thoroughly.”

      The picture changed to one showing the departure station on Cenclare. I spotted myself in the crowd as the camera panned the room. Then it zoomed in on Allen who was holding a pet carrier and standing at the information desk.

      “It’s clear here that Mr. Royce was eagerly anticipating his sailing,” the voice told us.

      The image faded and was then replaced by one of Allen standing inside one of the elevators on the Lady Elizabeth. I watched as he opened the pet carrier and pulled out a small cat. When the elevator stopped, Allen looked confused. The cat jumped out of his hands and disappeared through the door. Allen frowned and then followed it out of the car.

      “On the way to A Deck, Mr. Royce removed his cat from its carrier, against ship policy. Unfortunately, the cat ran away, and Mr. Royce followed.”

      “I don’t think you should mention that he broke ship policy,” Jonathan said. “It almost sounds as if you’re blaming him for getting himself murdered.”

      Shawn frowned. “We can take that part out,” he said, before nodding back toward the table.

      The image was back to the first picture of Allen. The voice continued a moment later.

      “We need everyone’s help if we’re going to work out exactly what happened to Mr. Royce,” it said. “If you spoke to Mr. Royce yesterday at all, even just in passing, please inform the nearest member of the crew. If you saw Mr. Royce’s cat anywhere on the ship, please let us know. Anyone with any information about Mr. Royce or his cat should speak to the first crew member he or she sees.”

      “Someone shot him,” I muttered under my breath.

      “There will be a memorial service for Mr. Royce this afternoon at three o’clock Cenclare time,” the voice continued. “We would like to invite everyone on board to attend. The service will be held in the Gathering Room on B Deck. All passengers will have access to B Deck for the service. At that time, Captain Ryder will pay tribute to Mr. Royce, and then anyone who knew the man will be welcome to share a memory or two in his honor.”

      “Can’t wait,” Jonathan whispered to me.

      The image on the screen faded, leaving behind the details for the memorial service. I stared at it, blinking back unexpected tears.

      “Have you just realized that you did know the dead man?” Jerry asked, glaring at me.

      “No, of course not, but his death is still sad,” I replied.

      Jerry shrugged.

      “What do you think of what we’ve created?” Shawn asked.

      I looked at Jonathan. “It’s fine,” I said eventually.

      “It’s exactly what I expected you to do,” Jonathan said.

      Jerry frowned. “The last thing we want to do is panic anyone, but we also want to be as open and honest as we can be about the things that happen on this vessel, both good and bad. The passengers have a right to know about Mr. Royce’s death, but they don’t need any details.”

      “If you decide that it was murder, will you tell the passengers?” I asked.

      “We’ll make that decision when necessary,” Jerry told me. “I won’t be drawn into speculation.”

      I wanted to argue, but it seemed obvious that they were never going to admit that Allen had been murdered, so there was little point.

      “Let’s just hope that some people come forward with useful information,” Jonathan said.

      Jerry nodded. “It should go without saying that we still need you two to keep quiet about what you saw yesterday. If you start talking, you’ll simply cause a great deal of unnecessary worry. Things are being handled appropriately. That’s all you need to know.”

      “What will you tell people who ask how the body was found?” I asked.

      “No one will be making any comments or answering any questions about Mr. Royce’s unfortunate passing,” Jerry replied stiffly. “The screen that you just saw is our official statement on the matter. If, in the future, we manage to learn more about what happened, then we will, of course, provide an official update to the passengers.”

      “We want everyone to know what’s happening on Bessie,” Shawn said. “We’re all going to be together for a long time. We’re just one big happy family, really.”

      “Have the authorities on Cenclare been informed?” Jonathan asked. “And have they informed Mr. Royce’s family of his passing?”

      Shawn shook his head. “We’re traveling too fast for normal communications to work properly. Of course, we’ve filed all of the necessary reports, but it may be a while before they all reach the correct departments. Once the authorities on Cenclare find out what has happened, they’ll notify the next of kin, of course.”

      “Do either of you have any other questions?” Jerry asked.

      I nodded. “What happened to the cat?”

      Jerry looked at Captain Ryder. He frowned and looked at Nathan.

      He shrugged. “It may still be on C Deck.”

      “All animals on board this ship are meant to be under control at all times,” Captain Ryder said tightly. “Are you suggesting that there is a cat running around C Deck completely unsupervised?”

      “I’ve had a lot of other things to deal with,” Nathan told him.

      “I’ll find the cat,” Becca said. “I’m probably going to have to look after it, as well, won’t I?”

      Jerry shrugged. “Maybe it could meet with an accident, too.”

      “What? You can’t be serious,” I said.

      “Of course he isn’t serious,” Shawn told me. “We’re all just upset thinking about that poor lost animal, wandering around an unused deck. He or she must be starving and lonely. I’m sure it was a much-loved pet before Mr. Allen’s untimely demise.”

      “Mr. Royce,” Jerry corrected him.

      “Oh, yes, of course,” Shawn replied. He shook his head. “We’ll get our video shown on screens all over the ship, then. Thank you for your input.”

      “And remember, not a word to anyone about what you saw yesterday,” Jerry added as Shawn stood up.

      “Oh, yes, of course, that,” Shawn said. “And we’ll get that cat taken care of, don’t you worry about that, either.”

      “He or she should be at the memorial service,” I said as people began to get up from the table. I blushed as it felt as if everyone in the room stopped to stare at me.

      “Of course he should,” Becca agreed in her soothing voice. “Or she, as we don’t know which is correct. I’ll find the little darling and give him or her a complete going over to make sure everything is okay. Assuming a clean bill of health, someone will bring the dear little thing to the service for sure.”

      “You’d better go find it,” Jerry suggested.

      Becca nodded and then rushed out of the room. Shawn was right behind her.

      “I need a word with you,” Captain Ryder said to Jerry.

      He nodded and then looked at Nathan. “Perhaps you could escort Colonel Brazee and Ms. Dunn back to A Deck,” he said, his tone icy.

      “Sure, happy to,” Nathan replied.

      Jonathan and I got up and walked to the door with Nathan on our heels. The elevators were only a short walk away.

      “I hope you aren’t in too much trouble over the cat,” I told Nathan as the elevator door slid shut.

      “It’s fine,” he replied. “No one else remembered it either.”

      “Um, thank you for the pillows,” I said as the door slid open on A Deck.

      “Did you try them?” he asked as we all stepped out of the car.

      “I did, and they were amazing. I slept wonderfully well, in spite of everything that happened yesterday,” I replied.

      “Maybe I need one of those pillows,” Jonathan said.

      “I will have one sent to your suite immediately,” Nathan replied.

      “That’s not necessary,” Jonathan said. “But thanks anyway.”

      “If you change your mind, just let me know,” Nathan said. “You can both find your way to your cabins from here, can’t you? I have quite a lot I should be doing.”

      “We’re fine,” Jonathan assured him. “We’ll see you later, at the memorial service.”

      “Oh, yeah, that,” Nathan replied. He walked back into the elevator and then nodded at us as the door shut behind him.

      “He’s got a lot on his mind,” Jonathan said.

      “Don’t we all?”

      As the words left my lips, the quiet background music that I’d not really even noticed suddenly stopped. A series of chimes rang through the corridor and then screens that I hadn’t realized were even there suddenly lit up.

      “I don’t need to see that again,” Jonathan said as the announcement of Allen’s death began to play on every screen.

      He turned left and began to walk away. “I’ll see you at the memorial service,” he called over his shoulder. “I have some things I need to do before it starts.”

      I watched him walk away and then turned and headed for my cabin, trying my best to ignore the screens around me as I went.
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      I was half an hour into the first lesson on game coding when someone knocked on my door.

      “Nathan? Hello,” I said, smiling awkwardly at the man.

      He gave me a bright smile in return. “Can I come in?” he asked, looking up and down the corridor as if he didn’t want to be seen with me.

      “I guess.” I hesitated for a moment and then stepped backward.

      Nathan followed me inside and then pushed the button to shut the door. “How are you?” he asked, his eyes scanning the room.

      “I was fine, until you showed up, and now I’m freaking out.” I blurted the words out before my brain could stop me.

      Nathan looked at me and frowned. “The last thing I wanted to do was worry you. The thing is, well…” he trailed off and looked around the room again.

      “The thing is what?” I demanded.

      Nathan sighed and then held up a very small pet carrier. He set it on the table and took a few steps backward. I stared at him for a moment before I opened the carrier. A tiny grey cat walked through the door and looked up at me.

      “It’s a SuperNex,” I said as I reached for it almost instinctively.

      “It’s not just any SuperNex, it’s Allen Royce’s personal pet.”

      I gathered the tiny animal close and stroked its nose. “Hi, baby. Are you okay?”

      “Meroooww.” The kitten snuggled into my palm and squeezed its eyes tightly shut.

      “Where did you find him, or is it her?” I asked.

      “It’s her. Becca found her hiding on C Deck in a dark corner. She was terrified. I feel terrible, because I never even thought to go looking for her after the body was discovered.”

      “She doesn’t seem to be very upset now. She seems to have gone to sleep.”

      Nathan grinned. “I knew this was the right place to bring her.”

      “Bring her?” I stared at him. “You aren’t thinking of leaving her here with me?”

      “Why not? It was obvious in the meeting earlier that you were genuinely concerned about the animal. No one else cares about her safety. If I give her to Jerry, he’ll just put her up for sale to the highest bidder.”

      I looked down at the sleeping creature and slowly shook my head. “She’s had enough trauma for now. She doesn’t need to be sold to the highest bidder.”

      “That’s exactly what I thought. I actually considered keeping her for myself, but I spend far too many hours every day working. Becca offered, but she’s similarly busy. You’re on vacation, so you’ll have plenty of time to keep the little darling entertained and happy.”

      “But I don’t know anything about looking after a kitten.”

      “For a start, she isn’t a kitten. She’s fully grown. There is a woman on board who can tell you everything you need to know. Carolyn Henry breeds SuperNex kittens. I’m sure she’d be happy to help.”

      “I met her yesterday, actually. But how am I going to explain to her how I suddenly came into possession of a SuperNex cat? She will probably recognize this one as Allen’s.”

      “Legally, Allen allowed it to wander the ship unattended, which means it became the property of InmonCorp. I’ve decided, on behalf of InmonCorp, to assign ownership to you. It’s that simple.”

      “Until the Royce family drags me through the courts to get her back.”

      “Legally, she’s yours now. We have evidence that Allen was negligent in looking after her, and that she was left alone on an unused deck, forced to fend for herself. The family won’t have a chance of getting her back.”

      “She was left there because Allen was dead.”

      “Yes, but he wasn’t dead when she ran off the elevator because he’d removed her from her carrier, which goes against the ship’s rules. Trust me, the cat is yours now.”

      “Whether I want it or not?” I asked.

      Nathan grinned at me. “Look at her and tell me you don’t want her.”

      I looked down at my hand. The cat whimpered softly in her sleep and then wriggled a bit before sighing and going still again. “She’s incredibly sweet, but I don’t have food or any of the other things that she’ll need.”

      “Ah, but you do have a friend with a master key.”

      “A master key?”

      “We can let ourselves into Allen’s suite and get everything you need for the animal.”

      “We can’t do that. That can’t be legal.”

      “On the contrary, if an unattended animal is found on board, we’ve every right to confiscate any and all of the animal’s belongings that can be found in the former owner’s cabin. Emphasis on former, of course.”

      “But he’s dead.”

      “Which means he definitely doesn’t need the cat’s hygiene supplies, or food.”

      “Has security searched his cabin?”

      “Why would they search his cabin?”

      “Because there could be clues there as to why he was murdered.”

      Nathan sighed. “First of all, no official determination has been made as to the man’s cause of death. Secondly, I can’t imagine what you think security will find in his cabin that might help with the investigation. Thirdly, we’re wasting time here. I have other things to do, but I do want to help you with the cat. Shall we go and see what we can find in Allen’s suite?”

      I hesitated and then sighed. “Has she had anything to eat since she was found?”

      “Becca gave her a small snack, but she wasn’t certain exactly what to give her. Hopefully, there are several bags of her favorite food in Allen’s room.”

      “Do we know her name?”

      “I’m hoping it might be on something in Allen’s suite. She was simply registered as a small domestic cat when Allen booked his ticket.”

      I grabbed one of my SlumberSloth pillows and put it on the floor. After I’d created a small indent in the middle, I put the kitten onto the pillow. She wriggled slightly as she settled into the cloud-soft fluff.

      “I’m glad I got you two of those,” Nathan said. “I can’t see her being willing to give that one up now that she’s tried it.”

      “She may have her own little bed in Allen’s suite.”

      “Maybe. Let’s go and see.”

      I grabbed my handbag and then followed Nathan out of my cabin. As I pushed the button to shut the door, I looked at the tiny cat who was snoozing on my pillow. “Don’t cause any trouble,” I whispered as the door shut.

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine, but we should probably hurry, just in case she wakes up and is scared.”

      That was all Nathan had to say to make me hurry down the corridor. We walked past the elevators and then continued down the corridor. I jumped when a door opened as we walked past it.

      “Hello,” Jonathan said as he stepped out of his room.

      “Hi,” I replied, stopping next to him.

      “Going somewhere exciting?” he asked.

      “Nathan has given me Allen’s cat,” I explained. “We need to get her supplies from his suite.”

      “Do you need an extra pair of hands?” Jonathan offered.

      Nathan had stopped several feet away. He frowned and then shrugged. “We probably could use another pair of hands, actually. I’d rather not have to make two trips, and I’m expecting to find quite a lot that you’re going to need.”

      Jonathan and I joined Nathan outside the door where he’d stopped. He waved a keycard in front of the security panel. After a moment, the door slid open. As lights came on, we walked into a large living area. There were several couches and chairs arranged facing a huge screen. One wall was covered in kitchen appliances and cupboards. I felt a pang of jealousy when I looked at the gleaming and clearly expensive appliances.

      “Where do we start?” Jonathan asked.

      “I believe he was planning to feed the animal in the kitchen,” Nathan replied.

      I walked over and couldn’t stop myself from touching the fancy refrigerator. When I did, the screen on the front lit up, offering me a selection of cold drinks and meal ingredients. I flushed as I tried to pretend that I’d bumped it accidentally.

      “Check the cupboards for cat food,” Nathan said. “Allen was one of the first guests to arrive. He came up to his suite and unpacked his bags before going back to pick up the cat.”

      I opened a cupboard at random. It was filled with cut crystal glasses. Sighing, I shut it and tried the next one.

      Jonathan walked over and opened the cupboard nearest the door. “Found it,” he said, gesturing.

      “That’s a lot of cat food,” I said as he began to remove bags from the cupboard.

      “It looks like enough for the entire journey,” Nathan said. “We did inform all of our guests bringing pets that we would be unable to assist them with getting additional supplies during the journey. We’re having enough trouble making sure we’ll be able to get enough people food to get us to Val Segas safely.”

      “Really?” Jonathan asked.

      Nathan flushed. “There are all sorts of challenges that go along with long-distance space travel. It will all work out in the end. We can always make an extra unscheduled stop on a supply planet and restock that way. It wouldn’t be anyone’s first choice, but it’s an option if we need to take it.”

      “At least the cat won’t starve,” I muttered as Jonathan pulled out yet another bag of food. “How much does she eat at any one time?” I looked at Nathan, who shrugged.

      “You’re going to have to talk to Carolyn about that,” he told me. “All I can tell you for sure is that Allen was told to bring enough food for the entire journey. What we’ve found so far seems like more than enough, but Carolyn will be able to verify that.”

      Jonathan carried the five bags of food over to the door. As he moved the last bag, I noticed something he’d missed on a small shelf at the top of the cupboard.

      “Singer,” I read off one of the small bowls that I’d found.

      “That must be the cat’s name,” Nathan said.

      “Singer? That’s an odd name for a cat,” I replied.

      “That won’t be her proper name,” Jonathan said. “She’ll have a fancy pedigree name that no one uses. Singer will probably be what Allen called her, though. I read an article about how he named his cats once and he told the interviewer that he named them all after old movies.”

      “Old movies? Was there a movie called Singer?”

      Nathan held up his comms. “Let’s see what we can find.” He tapped a few times and then looked back at me. “There have been a few, but the very first was called The Jazz Singer. According to this, it was the first talking picture.”

      “The first talking picture?” I echoed curiously.

      “It was the first motion picture with sound,” Jonathan explained. “They called it the first ‘talkie’ in those days.”

      “And he called the cat Singer,” I said as my mind raced. Was it possible that she was the first actual talking cat?

      “There are a few other films with Singer in the title,” Nathan said. “I don’t know that we’ll ever know exactly which movie your new pet was named after.”

      I shrugged. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. At least I know her name now.”

      “What else does she need?” Jonathan asked as I put the bowls near the food bags.

      “Hygiene equipment,” Nathan said. “Allen made a special request for extra-small cat hygiene equipment. It’s probably in the bathroom.”

      I walked to the bathroom and looked inside. The room was huge, with an enormous bathtub that looked as if it took up more space than the single bed I’d had in my apartment back on Cenclare. There were two large sinks with vanities, one of which was covered in toiletries. I recognized the designer name on several of the various bottles.

      “That cologne is five thousand credits a bottle,” Jonathan told me as he walked up behind me. He gestured toward a small black bottle that had a single letter “M” etched on the front.

      As my brain tried to process why anyone would pay that much for a bottle of anything, I reached for the bottle. I removed the top and took a sniff.

      “Does it smell good?” Nathan asked from the doorway. He sounded amused.

      “It smells expensive,” I replied. “And woodsy and fresh and leathery and wonderful.”

      “So worth every penny,” Jonathan said with a laugh.

      “Not worth every penny, but worth a lot of pennies,” I countered. “It’s a smell that I’ll remember, and one that isn’t exactly like anything I’ve smelled before.”

      “That’s what you’re paying for, of course,” Nathan said. “I’m told they use the tears of endangered koandas to make it.”

      “Which is just marketing nonsense, of course,” Jonathan said. “There isn’t anything unique or special in there. They’ve just found a unique way to mix it together and then they’ve marketed the heck out of it.”

      “It does smell different,” I told him. “But if they really were torturing koandas to make it, I’d never buy it.”

      “Here’s what you need,” Nathan said. He’d walked past me and opened a door in the corner of the room. Inside another, smaller room, was the toilet with a tray clipped on to it. “You just have to hook this to your toilet and then Singer can take care of business whenever she needs to.”

      “How does she get up there?” I asked.

      “Tiny stairs,” Nathan replied, pulling them down from the bottom of the tray. “No doubt Allen would have unfolded them before Singer needed to use them.”

      I watched as he refolded the stairs into the tray and then detached it from the toilet.

      “I just have to leave it on my toilet all the time?” I asked.

      “Except when you’re using it, of course,” Nathan replied. “It’s very easy to attach and detach.”

      “It better be,” I muttered as he set the tray near the door.

      “What else?” Jonathan asked.

      “She must have a bed of some sort,” I said, thinking about my SlumberSloth pillow. While I didn’t exactly mind sharing one with Singer, I’d prefer it if she had her own bed instead.

      “In the bedroom, probably,” Nathan said.

      We walked out of the bathroom in a line. Nathan took a few steps toward the door on the back wall and then stopped.

      “Is something wrong?” Jonathan asked.

      “The bedroom feels more private than this area does,” Nathan replied with a frown. “I know we’ve every right to be here, but it still feels odd.”

      “But Singer needs her bed,” I argued. I kept reminding myself of that fact as I walked across the room and tapped on the button to open the door to the bedroom. When it slid open, I could only stare at the huge round bed in the center of the room.

      “How do you sleep in a round bed?” I asked Jonathan as he joined me in the doorway.

      “It’s odd at first, but it’s a huge bed,” he replied. “I’m not sure what it would be like if I had to share it with someone else, though.”

      “It looks plenty big enough for two.” I took a step forward and told myself to focus.

      Jonathan walked around the bed to the right, so I headed to the left. I hadn’t gone far before I nearly tripped over a small cat bed.

      “Found it,” I said, picking up the super soft cushion.

      “It’s a SlumberSloth bed,” Jonathan said, pointing to the discreetly placed sleeping sloth logo. “Allen spoiled Singer.”

      “Clearly,” Nathan said. “Of course, Diana put Singer to sleep on one of her SlumberSloth pillows, so she’s spoiling the animal even more than Allen did.”

      “Singer has had a traumatic couple of days,” I replied. “And I didn’t have anywhere else to put her.”

      “I’d have put her on the floor,” Jonathan said, laughing when I glared at him.

      “Now we just need to carry all of this to your cabin,” Nathan said, looking at the pile near the door.

      “We may need to make two trips,” I suggested.

      “Nonsense,” Jonathan said. He picked up three of the bags of food and then looked at Nathan. “You get the other two. Diana can manage the rest.”

      I picked up the hygiene tray, the bed, and the bowls and then waited while Nathan struggled to grab the other two bags of food. Jonathan waited patiently until we were both ready and then he opened the door. Nathan followed him out and I brought up the rear, stopping to shut the door behind me as I went. The walk back to my cabin seemed to take a very long time. Jonathan was waiting at my door when Nathan and I finally arrived.

      I unlocked the door and then watched anxiously as it slid open. “Hello? Singer?” I called as I walked into the room. The pillow was where I’d left it, but the cat was nowhere in sight.

      “I’d get her hygiene tray in place as quickly as possible,” Nathan said.

      I nodded. It took only a moment to clip the device to my toilet. I lowered the steps and then sat back and looked around. “Singer?” I called.

      “Meooww.” The sound came from somewhere behind me. When I walked back into the other room, Singer was snuggled up against Jonathan’s chest, purring softly.

      “You found her,” I said.

      “She found me,” he replied with a laugh.

      “Where do you want the food?” Nathan asked.

      “I don’t have a bunch of cupboards like Allen did,” I said. I looked around the room and then shrugged. “There’s plenty of room in the closet. That will have to do.”

      “You don’t have a kitchen, either, but you’re going to have to find a place for her food and water bowls,” Jonathan said.

      “Can they go in the bathroom,” I asked, “if I keep them as far away from the toilet as possible?”

      “You’ll have to ask Carolyn about that,” Nathan replied. “If I were you, I’d put them there for now, though. At least it’s something if she’s hungry or thirsty.”

      I nodded and then carefully scooped out a small portion of food and put it in the bowl with Singer’s name on it. Then I put some water in the other bowl and set them both on the floor near the bathroom door.

      Singer watched my every move from her perch in Jonathan’s arms. When I was done, she yawned and then turned her back to me and began to swat at Jonathan’s collar.

      “She’s not impressed,” Nathan said.

      “And I really need to find Carolyn,” I said.

      “She’s probably on the upper deck,” Jonathan told me. “I believe that’s her favorite place on the ship.”

      “Should I take Singer with me?” I asked the men.

      They exchanged glances.

      “I would, if I were you. She’ll fit in your pocket,” Jonathan replied.

      “She ought to go everywhere in her carrier,” Nathan said.

      I nodded. “I’d hate for her to run off.”

      “Yes, don’t let her get away from you,” Nathan warned me as he headed for the door. “If she does, she becomes the property of InmonCorp again.”
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      With Nathan’s words ringing in my ears, I picked up the carrier that Nathan had left behind and tucked Singer inside. “Now stay in there like a good girl,” I told her as she stuck her head out.

      “Meroow,” she replied.

      “Thank you for your help,” I told Jonathan as we walked out of my cabin together.

      “I wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to see the dead man’s suite,” he replied. “I don’t think I learned anything there, though.”

      “I learned that breeding cats is incredibly lucrative. Five thousand credits for a tiny bottle of cologne?”

      Jonathan chuckled. “Actually, that’s an interesting point. According to my research, Allen hadn’t been breeding cats for long, and this was the latest in the long line of different careers he’d tried. From everything I found, I wouldn’t have expected him to have credits to waste on things like overpriced cologne.”

      “So if he wasn’t earning his income from his cats, where was it coming from?”

      “That’s a very good question. I wonder if Carolyn has any ideas about that.”

      We walked together to the upper deck. There were three platforms making slow passages through the room. I watched until I saw the one with Carolyn float past. Then I began to wave anxiously. She was busy with her knitting and didn’t seem to notice.

      “Carolyn!” I shouted. “Um, hello,” I added, feeling foolish.

      The woman looked up and then sighed. After putting her knitting down, she pushed the button to stop the movement. I jumped on board before it had come to a complete stop. Jonathan climbed on behind me.

      “Jonathan,” Carolyn said, nodding coldly at him.

      “Carolyn,” he replied, grinning back at her.

      “And Diana. What brings you here?” she asked, turning her attention to me.

      “Singer,” I replied, opening the carrier on my lap. Singer slowly climbed out and looked around the room.

      Carolyn gasped. “That’s Mr. Royce’s cat, Sandarian Athenaria Superlative Nexaria the Third. She was one of his early successes.”

      “Early successes?” I echoed.

      “She came from one of his first litters, while he was still learning about best breeding practices. He ended up with a few less than stellar examples of the breed before he refined things, but Sandy is a nearly perfect example,” she explained. “But how did you get your hands on her?”

      “Sandy? Allen had a bowl with the name Singer on it,” I told her.

      Carolyn shrugged. “He had his own ideas about what to name cats. If you found a bowl with that on it, then he probably called her Singer. I called her Sandy when she lived with me, but she may well not remember that or me.”

      “Sandy? Do you like that?” I asked the cat.

      She seemed to shrug.

      “If Mr. Royce was calling her Singer, you should do the same,” Carolyn told me. “Losing her owner will be traumatizing enough for her. It’s best if you can keep everything as close to normal for her as possible throughout the transition.”

      I nodded and then sat down across from here. “I have the bags of food that Allen brought on board with him,” I said. “And her hygiene tray and her bowls and her cat bed.”

      “Excellent. That will make things easier for her.”

      “But I’ve no idea how much to feed her.”

      Carolyn frowned. “I have scales in my cabin. We would have to weigh Sandy, er, Singer and then calculate her nutritional needs from there. The good news is that, as she’s an adult cat, her needs won’t change that much over time. You should weigh her every two months or so, though, just to check that she isn’t gaining or losing weight.”

      “She’s going to be more work than I realized,” I said with a sigh.

      Carolyn shook her head. “I have a spare scale that you can have, and it won’t take more than five minutes for me to tell you everything you need to know about adjusting her diet based on her weight. Do you remember which manufacturer’s name was on the food?”

      I shut my eyes and tried to recall the bag.

      “PurrYummy,” Jonathan said.

      “That’s good. It isn’t the best, but it’s decent quality, and if it’s what Singer is used to having, then there’s no point in changing it,” Carolyn replied.

      “When do you want to weigh her?” I asked.

      “Why don’t I bring my spare scale here tomorrow afternoon?” Carolyn suggested. “I can show you how it works and tell you what you need to know. I’ll be here from one until three tomorrow.”

      “I can do that,” I agreed.

      “In the meantime, how large is the bowl you found?”

      I used my hands to indicate an approximate size.

      “For tonight, fill the bowl about half full of food and leave it out for Singer. She can eat what she wants. In the morning, throw away anything she hasn’t eaten and replace it with a quarter of a bowl of fresh food. That should be enough to get her through until one o’clock tomorrow and her proper weighing and assessment.”

      “Thank you,” I replied. “And water all the time?”

      “Yes, keep her water bowl full or close to it. Where have you put her bowls?”

      “In the bathroom near the door.”

      “That isn’t ideal. I suggest you move them to a quiet corner of your cabin as far from the bathroom as possible. I have a spare feeding tray that goes under the bowls to keep them in place and to catch any spills. I can bring that tomorrow, too.”

      “Are you sure? I mean, I’m really grateful. You don’t have to be this kind.”

      Carolyn smiled at me. “I’d do the same for anyone who suddenly acquired a cat under similar circumstances. InmonCorp was very clear that there would not be any availability for pet supplies on board. That’s why I brought two of everything. Actually, I brought two of most things and three of everything else. I didn’t want to have to worry about something getting broken four sectors into our journey.”

      “If you need anything back at any time, just let me know.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be fine. Was there anything else for now?”

      I felt as if I had a million other questions before we’d arrived, but now I couldn’t think of anything else to ask. I slowly shook my head. Before I’d finished, Carolyn had pushed the button to stop the couch.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” she told me as the platform stopped.

      “Yes, I’ll see you tomorrow,” I replied, carefully climbing off the platform.

      Carolyn had picked up her knitting and didn’t bother to reply. Jonathan and I walked out of the room together.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      “I believe it’s time for lunch,” he replied. “Maybe you should go and get something to eat.”

      “I suppose so. Do I take Singer with me?”

      “If I were you, I’d keep her with me all the time. I believe SuperNex cats prefer to spend the bulk of their time with their owners.”

      “I should have asked Carolyn,” I said, glancing back at the room behind us.

      “I wouldn’t bother her again today.”

      “No, she’s being incredibly kind and helpful. I’ll try to remember to ask her tomorrow.”

      Jonathan walked with me as far as the restaurant. “I’ll leave you here and go back to my suite for my own lunch,” he said. “Do you want to go to the memorial service together?”

      “Yes, please. I’m not even sure I should go. I didn’t really know the man.”

      “But you wanted Singer to be there,” he reminded me.

      I looked down at the carrier. Singer’s head was sticking out, and she was looking up and down the corridor as if planning her escape route. “I do think she should be there.”

      “Then you need to be there.”

      “I suppose I do.”

      “I’ll pick you up from your cabin a few minutes before three.”

      I nodded and then turned and walked into the restaurant.

      “For lunch, please sit at table one,” I was told when I got inside.

      A familiar face smiled at me as I approached the table.

      “Hello,” I said as I slid into a chair.

      “Hi,” Kelly replied. “How are you today?”

      “I’m okay. I’ve, um, managed to acquire a cat.”

      Kelly raised an eyebrow. “How did that happen? Did someone’s cat have kittens on board? I thought such things were carefully regulated.”

      “This one belonged to another passenger, but…” I stopped when I suddenly remembered what Jonathan had told me about Kelly.

      “But what?” Kelly asked.

      “But he died,” I mumbled.

      “You’ve been given Allen’s cat?”

      I nodded. “It’s a long story.”

      “We have time. No one has asked to take our order, and the table menus aren’t working.”

      I tapped on the table and then frowned when nothing happened. “What do we do?” I asked.

      Kelly shrugged. “I assume that if we sit here for long enough someone will eventually come and take our order. It’s always possible that a trolley might just deliver some random food, which would be okay, too.”

      I laughed. “I’m hungry enough to eat just about anything.”

      “Merroow.” The small noise came from the carrier on my lap.

      “You brought the cat with you to lunch?”

      “I was told that she would be happier if I didn’t leave her alone,” I replied, only slightly stretching the truth. I reached into the carrier and pulled Singer out.

      “She’s gorgeous,” Kelly said with a sigh. “I don’t even like animals, but she really is something special. How did she end up with you?”

      “Nathan gave her to me. He’s the captain’s assistant. We’d been talking about cats, and I’d mentioned how adorable SuperNex cats are because I’d spent some time talking to Carolyn Henry yesterday. Anyway, when Nathan found Singer running loose on the ship, he decided that I’d be able to give her a good home.”

      Kelly studied me for a moment and then shrugged. “She’s a very valuable animal. I’m surprised InmonCorp didn’t put her up for auction. I suspect there are several people on board who would have appreciated a chance to bid on her.”

      “Including you?”

      “Not including me. As I said, I don’t really like animals. And I don’t need any reminders of Allen Royce in my life, either. If I ever feel as if I’m going to miss him, I can just take a look at the huge hole in my bank balance and remember why I hated him so very much.”

      “Oh?”

      She sighed. “I’m sure at least half the people on the Lady Elizabeth know that I was once married to Allen Royce. It was the longest two weeks of my life.”

      “Two weeks?”

      “Two weeks, two days, and four hours, but who’s counting?”

      “I assume it happened a long time ago.”

      “Nearly twenty years ago, when I was still young and stupid. He swept me off my feet.” She waved a hand. “It really doesn’t matter.”

      “I’m sorry if it seems nosy, but I’m fascinated by the fact that you were only married for two weeks.”

      Kelly laughed. “It felt as if it went on forever.” She sighed. “I’m not being fair, of course. We had one, maybe two, good days before it all started falling apart.”

      “Only one or two?”

      “It was three, actually. We got married on a Saturday afternoon, just the two of us with some random stranger as our witness. Then we flew to Poconia for a honeymoon.”

      I made a face. Kelly laughed.

      “Yes, okay, it’s a huge cliché, going to Poconia for your honeymoon. I know that now, and I suppose I knew it then, too, but I’d seen a screen advert for a luxury hotel there, and it seemed incredibly romantic and beautiful.”

      “It was the most popular honeymoon destination in the galaxy twenty years ago,” I remembered.

      “I reserved the nicest suite in the fanciest hotel on the planet. We had a huge heart-shaped swimming pool in our room, and the bed was shaped like a heart, too. For two days and nights, I thought I was the happiest woman who’d ever lived.”

      “Order, order, order, order, order, order…” The mech-bot kept going for another thirty seconds, its words getting quieter and quieter until it finally fell silent.

      “I’ll have the grilled chicken with rice and vegetables,” Kelly told it. “And a Lemon Fizz.”

      “I’ll have the same,” I said.

      “Chicken, chicken, chicken…” The bot floated away, muttering the word over and over again as it went.

      “I hope we get food,” I said as I watched it go.

      “We’ll get something eventually, even if we have to sit here until it’s time for dinner.”

      “You were telling me about your honeymoon,” I reminded her. “But it’s perfectly fine if you don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Except the curiosity is killing you. I’m happy to admit that marriages that only last for a few weeks are somewhat unusual. I do understand your curiosity.”

      But will you satisfy it? I wondered. “We can talk about other things,” I suggested after a short silence.

      “Allen only married me for my credits. I inherited a fortune from my grandmother, my father’s mother. She didn’t care for my father, so she left nearly everything to me. My brother got a small amount, enough to pay for his education and his first house. I got many times that much.”

      “How lovely for you.”

      “Of course, I was suddenly the most popular woman at my college. Every guy there wanted to date me, but I had always been pretty particular about men, so I turned nearly all of them down. Then I went with a female friend on a vacation to Florzonia. That’s where I met Allen.”

      “I’ve heard Florzonia is lovely.”

      “It’s great if you like sunshine and beaches. That’s pretty much the entire planet – the habitable parts, anyway.”

      “I’ve never been to a beach planet.”

      “One of our stops is on Caboluxous. It’s InmonCorp’s private beach planet. I’ve heard it’s lovely, if you don’t mind food carts, bars, and souvenir stands all over the beach. If you decide to skip that particular excursion, Val Segas has beaches. Once we get there, you can hire a transport to take you to the one nearest the landing station for about fifty credits.”

      “I may do that, although I am planning on taking advantage of every planetary excursion.”

      Kelly nodded. “Where was I? Oh, yes, the thing was, when I met Allen, I didn’t think he had any idea who I was. Everyone at my school knew who I was, but I hadn’t inherited enough to make the entire galaxy talk about me, or so I thought.”

      “He knew who you were,” I guessed.

      “He knew who I was, and he deliberately set out to convince me to marry him. To be fair, it wasn’t all that difficult of a job. I was feeling pretty alone in the world at that point, and Allen made me feel like I was the only thing that mattered to him. It was intoxicating and overwhelming, and when he proposed, I agreed without even giving the idea any thought.”

      “How long had you known him?”

      “About a week, maybe eight days. But it all just felt so perfect and right that I was happy to agree. We arranged for a small ceremony on Florzonia. Allen couldn’t afford anything more extravagant, and I still hadn’t told him that I was wealthy. After the ceremony, I surprised him with the news that I’d planned a super luxurious honeymoon for us and that I could easily afford it. He seemed suitably shocked and thrilled.”

      “So he was a good actor.”

      “Yes, although I saw only what I wanted to see. I wanted to believe that we were perfect together, so I ignored anything that didn’t align with my fantasies.”

      “What happened after those first few days?” I asked.

      A food trolley rolled up to the table and stopped.

      “That looks like beef stew,” Kelly said, pointing to one of the plates on the trolley. “And that’s clearly pasta with meatballs.”

      “Which one do you want?” I asked.

      “I’ll eat either. You can choose.”

      I picked up the spaghetti, mostly because that plate was closest to me. Kelly grabbed the stew and then frowned as the trolley began to roll away.

      “I don’t have any flatware,” she called after it.

      “I have a set.” I unrolled my napkin and looked inside it. “I’m going to need my fork, but you can have the spoon if you don’t mind eating your stew with a spoon.”

      “A spoon is fine.”

      I handed her the utensil and then picked up my fork. “It’s good,” I said after a few bites.

      Kelly nodded. “This is beef stew, and it’s among the best I’ve ever had. But I was just getting to the good part of the story. Of course, it’s actually the bad part, but whatever. As I said, we had a couple of good days, and then I decided to have a spa treatment. I left Allen in bed and went to the spa. He was supposed to meet me for lunch in one of the hotel’s restaurants. When my treatment finished early, I decided to go back to the room and surprise him.”

      “Oh dear.”

      “You can see what’s coming, of course. It wasn’t as bad as it might have been. I didn’t catch him with another woman, or even talking to another woman. I caught him talking to his business manager. He was sitting with his back to the door, so he didn’t see me come in. They were talking about what investments Allen was going to persuade me to make once we’d returned from Poconia. He had a long list of companies in mind, including a few that were simply shell organizations in his name that he’d created specifically to use to get as much from me as possible.”

      “Ouch.”

      “You can say that again. I stood there, listening to the plans, feeling as if my heart was breaking. I did manage to pull myself together and get away as Allen was wrapping up the conversation. I met him for lunch as planned and then went back to the room and started making plans of my own.”

      “Dessert? Dessert? Desert? Desert? Hot and dry. Hot and dry,” the bot hovered near my head, a single red light flashing on its display panel.

      “Dessert,” Kelly replied. “I’ll have the lemon meringue pie.”

      “Does it really matter what I order?” I muttered. “Chocolate cake.”

      The bot dipped as if nodding and then flew away.

      “I’m surprised you stayed married for another week and a half,” I said to Kelly as we watched the bot disappear into the kitchen.

      She laughed. “It took me that long to arrange everything. I’d booked our stay on Poconia for a month, which complicated things. I didn’t want Allen to know anything, of course.”

      “So you carried on pretending to be happily married?”

      “I pretended to get sick, just a bad cold, but enough to make it smart for me to keep my distance from Allen. Our suite had two bedrooms, so I moved into the other one and spent most of the next week in bed, coughing and sneezing whenever Allen came near me. By the end of that week, I had everything arranged. While he was out golfing, I flew home. I left behind my best offer. He got a nice big lump of credits, but only if he signed the divorce papers that I’d also left him. I suppose I should be grateful that he signed immediately.”

      “Cake, cake, cake, cake, wake, bake, shake, steak, take, break, make, fake, lake, river, stream, puddle, poodle, noodle, strudel, doodle…” The bot hovered near the table, shouting at us as the food trolley approached.

      “Two slices of rainbow cake,” Kelly said. “That’s what we had yesterday.”

      “I’m not going to complain,” I told her as I reached for a slice of cake. The bot was still buzzing around my head, shouting out words.

      Kelly nodded and picked up the other slice. Then we put our empty lunch dishes onto the trolley. As it slowly rolled away, the bot shouted what sounded like an expletive at us and then flew away.

      “Did that thing just say what I thought it said?” I asked.

      Kelly shrugged. “It’s clearly out of control.”

      Before I could reply, Kelly’s comms buzzed. She glanced at the screen and then frowned and got to her feet. “I’m going to have to take this with me,” she said, picking up her cake. “I’ll see you later.”

      She was gone before I could do anything more than nod.
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      “I wonder where she’s rushed off to,” I said to myself as I picked up my fork.

      “Meroow,” Singer replied from my lap.

      “Your lunch is back in my cabin,” I told her. “I’m pretty sure you aren’t supposed to have cake.”

      When I finished eating, I picked up Singer and slowly made my way out of the restaurant. Once safely inside my cabin, I put Singer down on the floor and then sank into a chair to watch her. She stared at me for a moment and then headed for the bathroom.

      After a minute, I followed, trying to walk quietly so as not to disturb her. I found her munching her way through the contents of her food bowl. Leaving her in peace, I went back to my study cube, trying to pick up where I’d left off. Just a few minutes later, Singer was back, standing at my feet and meowing loudly. I switched off the cube and picked up the cat.

      “What’s wrong? Did you not get enough to eat? Do you need more water? Are you missing Allen? And while we’re talking, can you talk?”

      Singer stared at me for several seconds without blinking. “Merrrewww,” she finally replied.

      I sighed. “This would be much easier if you could talk. I don’t know how I feel about genetic engineering, but in this case, I’m all for it. You were there when Allen got killed, weren’t you? You could tell everyone who did it, and we could all stop worrying. And then you could tell me what I need to do to look after you properly. That would be very helpful.”

      The cat just stared at me and then curled up on my lap and shut her eyes.

      “You’re going to take a nap, aren’t you?” I asked. “I wish I could just sleep whenever I wanted to sleep.” I thought about what I’d just said for a moment. “Actually, I suppose I can just sleep whenever I want to sleep, at least while I’m on the Lady Elizabeth. I can eat whenever I get hungry, and I don’t have anything I need to do, aside from this study cube, but I can work on that whenever I want.”

      I stopped when I realized that Singer was fast asleep. Switching the cube back on, I went back to trying to learn how to code. An hour later, my head hurt, and it was time to get ready for the memorial service.

      “What should I wear?” I asked Singer, who’d woken up when I’d tried to move her off my lap.

      The cat seemed to shrug as she wandered around my room.

      “Blue and brown are considered the most appropriate colors for funerals,” I said thoughtfully. “But this isn’t a funeral. It’s a memorial service. What are the rules for those?”

      My comms suggested that blue and brown were preferred for anything to do with death or mourning, so I pulled on a dark blue dress and matching shoes. I found a blue scarf and put that inside Singer’s carrier to make it more cozy for her for the service.

      “Now we just have to wait for Jonathan,” I whispered as I paced back and forth across the floor. “I really don’t want to do this, but you should be there, and you’re my responsibility.”

      Jonathan knocked right on time.

      “You look very handsome,” I said, admiring his navy blue suit and tie.

      “And you look very pretty,” he replied. “Are you ready for this?”

      “I’m just going to sit in the back and listen as random people say nice things about Allen.”

      “You’re assuming that people will have nice things to say about him.”

      “Surely no one is going to say anything bad about him at his memorial service.”

      “I’m just hoping someone says something that helps us solve the murder.”

      “Maybe there wasn’t any murder. Maybe it really was just an odd accident.”

      “It seems increasingly likely that that’s going to be the official verdict, but you and I were there. We saw the body. We both know that Allen Royce was murdered, shot in the back. The only thing we don’t know is who fired the shot.”

      “Maybe someone was just, I don’t know, practicing with a weapon.”

      “Maybe you need to stop listening to the people from InmonCorp who are trying to convince you that it was an accident.”

      I frowned. “It could have been an accident.”

      “I’m prepared to concede a one percent chance that Allen’s death was an accident. Let’s go and see who is mourning his passing, shall we?”

      He offered his arm, an old-fashioned gesture that made me smile. I took it and then let him lead me out of my cabin and into the corridor. As we emerged, I was surprised to see half a dozen other people outside. Everyone seemed to be heading toward the elevators. We joined them and then waited as a group for an elevator to arrive. The car felt crowded as we all squeezed inside it. I could see more people coming down the corridor as the door slid shut.

      “Everyone is going to B Deck, right?” the man next to the control panel asked.

      “Of course we are,” a male voice said. “This is the first death on board. No one wants to miss the memorial service. We’ll be less interested later in the journey when someone else dies.”

      “What a horrible thing to say,” one of the women snapped. “No one else is going to die.”

      “Given the median age of the passengers on this vessel, I would suggest that at least one other person will die before we reach Val Segas,” the man replied.

      “And considering how badly constructed the ship seems to be, there could be quite a lot of deaths along the way,” someone else said in a low voice.

      “We’re perfectly safe,” a woman shouted. “InmonCorp wouldn’t put us on an unsafe vessel.”

      “What you mean is that they wouldn’t put Shawn Inmon on an unsafe vessel,” someone corrected her. “They couldn’t care less about the rest of us.”

      “Oh, come on,” a man replied. “Everyone knows that Inmon, Senior, has been trying to get rid of Shawn for years. He’s a huge disappointment to the family. If he survives the journey, they’re just going to leave him out on Val Segas for the rest of his life.”

      “Shouldn’t we be on B Deck by now?” the man at the control panel asked.

      “We’re stuck. We’re all going to die,” a woman shrieked.

      “Let’s dial down the drama,” someone suggested. “Try pushing the button again.”

      The man at the panel frowned, but he pushed the button for B Deck again anyway. A moment later, the car lurched and then began to drop. When the doors opened on B Deck, everyone seemed eager to be the first to get out of the car. Jonathan held me back, letting the others push and shove their way out.

      “We aren’t in any hurry,” he whispered.

      I nodded. “How many people does this gathering room hold?” I asked as the elevator across from us opened and people began to pour out of it.

      “A thousand.”

      “Really? That’s more than there are people on the ship.”

      “It’s large enough to accommodate a full sailing. While Bessie here will be used for some trips from one side of the galaxy to the other, she’s also been designed to be used for single-party short hops.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means if someone rich and famous wants to have a memorable destination wedding, he or she can hire the entire ship for a week or two and invite a thousand dear friends to come along.”

      “Do people actually do that?”

      “A few might, but it’s more likely the ship will get rented out by large corporations that either want to impress potential customers or reward their best employees. I can see InmonCorp using the ship for a week or two every year to fly all of its employees around on a short holiday, for example.”

      “I guess.”

      “And they’d be the first to have big meetings with everyone on board to talk about how wonderful they are as employers,” he added as we followed the crowd into the gathering room.

      As I looked at the rows and rows of banked seats, I sighed. “It’s like a big theater.”

      “And they may have live shows in here during future sailings. They were promoted in the initial adverts, but all mention of them was removed about six months ago.”

      I looked at the large stage below us. It wasn’t difficult to imagine the sorts of shows that the ship would offer eventually. Second-rate versions of the latest blockbuster theater productions, no doubt.

      “Where do you want to sit?” Jonathan asked.

      “I don’t really care.”

      “Ah, there you are,” a voice said from behind me.

      I turned around and smiled at Nathan. “Hi.”

      “We reserved seats for both of you in the front row,” he told us. “We thought that you’d prefer that for Singer.”

      I glanced at Jonathan and then shrugged. “I don’t think she really cares.”

      Nathan grinned at me. “Probably not, but you may as well sit there as anywhere else. Are either of you planning to say anything during the service?”

      I quickly shook my head. “I didn’t know the man.”

      “I don’t plan to speak,” Jonathan replied flatly, his phrasing making me wonder if he had known Allen. If he had, he’d never mentioned it.

      We followed Nathan through the crowd and down the wide staircase to the front row. There were already a handful of people sitting there, including Kelly, who waved as I slid into a seat.

      “You know the widow?” Nathan asked.

      “Widow?” I looked over at Kelly, but she was staring at her comms and didn’t notice.

      “I believe they were separated, but Ms. Collins was Mr. Royce’s wife when he died,” Nathan told me.

      “She told me about him at lunch. I thought she said that they were divorced,” I replied, feeling confused.

      Nathan shrugged. “She’s already filed a claim to his estate. I suppose the lawyers will figure it all out.”

      Beside me, Jonathan was busy on his comms.

      “I need to go and make sure everyone is ready. I hope I’ll see you later,” Nathan told me.

      “According to my sources, Kelly filed for the divorce on Poconia less than a month after they’d married,” Jonathan whispered. “Allen signed the papers, but they were never finalized. My source reckons that Kelly was told everything was done properly, but that Allen managed to find a way to cheat the system.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “I suspect he was just waiting until Kelly’s father dies. She’s in line to inherit several planets when that happens. I suspect Allen was planning to turn up and demand some share of her fortune based on their twenty-plus year marriage.”

      I frowned. “How awful for Kelly.”

      “It’s just remotely possible that Allen also thought everything was done correctly and that he, too, was unaware that they were still married.”

      “Why do I doubt that?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “As it happens, it’s worked out to Kelly’s advantage. She and Allen were still legally married when he died, which makes her his next of kin. She stands to inherit a great deal.”

      “Good for her.”

      “As Nathan said, she’s already filed a claim for his estate. There may not be anyone else for her to fight with over it.”

      I clutched the carrier more tightly. “She isn’t going to want Singer, is she?”

      “I doubt she’ll be interested in fighting with you over a cat. While Singer is worth a lot, those credits are nothing more than spare change to her.”

      Feeling slightly better, I sat back in my seat, still holding on tightly to the carrier. A moment later, the lights dimmed.

      “If everyone could find a seat, please,” a voice boomed out over the speakers. “We’ll start in five minutes.”

      A quick look around showed me that the room was about half full of people. “I think everyone on the ship is here,” I said. “I hope they left someone in charge of flying the stupid thing.”

      “It can fly itself quite happily. The captain is mostly a figurehead. I suspect he’d panic as much as anyone if anything actually went wrong.”

      “Great. I may not sleep again until we get to Val Segas.”

      Jonathan laughed. “There’s no use losing sleep. The ship’s computers have everything under control.”

      “The ship’s computers couldn’t even get my lunch order right. We are all going to die.”

      “Good afternoon.” Nathan had walked out onto the center of the stage. “For those of you whom I haven’t yet had the pleasure of meeting, I’m Nathan Moore. I’m Captain Ryder’s assistant, and I feel incredibly lucky to be a part of Lady Elizabeth’s maiden journey. Bessie is a very special ship, and I’m proud to have been chosen to sail with her.”

      He paused. A few people clapped lightly. Flushing, he inhaled slowly and clasped his hands together.

      “Of course, today we are here for a sad and solemn occasion. Allen Royce tragically lost his life on board our vessel, and we’ve all come together to commemorate the man.”

      A screen behind Nathan suddenly lit up with an image of Allen. He was holding two cats, and I was pretty sure that one of them was Singer.

      “We’re going to try to give everyone who would like to speak an opportunity to do so, but we also need to finish by five to allow everyone to have their dinner before it gets too late. For that reason, I’m going to ask every speaker to keep his or her remarks as succinct as possible.”

      “We might be done in ten minutes,” Jonathan whispered.

      I turned my laugh into a cough, trying to stay as quiet as I could.

      “Rather than try to have people walk up and down the stairs, we have broadcast bots who will come to you and broadcast your remarks to the rest of the room. The most obvious place to start, of course, is with Mr. Royce’s widow, Kelly Collins.”

      A small silver bot floated over to Kelly and stopped. She stood up and turned around to face the room.

      “Allen and I were separated when he died. I don’t know if we’d have ever found our way back to one another or not, but now that opportunity has been taken from us. Captain Ryder was kind enough to allow me to share a few images of myself and Allen.”

      She stopped and turned to look at the screen on the stage. An image that had clearly been taken at their wedding appeared. Kelly looked young and incredibly happy.

      “He looks smug,” Jonathan said under his breath.

      I nodded. A moment later, another image appeared. Kelly and Allen were smiling together from seats on a commercial rocket. She was holding up a small sign that said “Poconia Bound.”

      The third image was of the happy couple on a beach, presumably on Poconia. They were walking along the water’s edge, hand in hand.

      “We had several wonderful days together on Poconia,” Kelly said as the last image faded. “I’m grateful to Allen for giving me those precious days, regardless of what happened after them.”

      She sat down and wiped her eyes.

      “She had a motive,” Jonathan said. “Let’s see who else did.”

      “If you’d like to say a few words, please stand up,” Nathan said.

      Around the room, a few people got to their feet. As the bot began to head toward someone, Malorie Cooper rose from her seat. As if on cue, everyone else quickly sat down. The bot whirred and clicked for a moment and then changed direction, heading straight for Malorie.

      “Hello,” she said softly when the bot reached her. “I wish I knew what to say. I’m used to having people write my lines for me, you understand.”

      Everyone chuckled. Malorie waited until the room was quiet again before she continued.

      “I barely knew Allen, but I was planning to get to know him much better.” She looked around and then winked. “That isn’t at all what I meant,” she added, the look on her face at odds with her words.

      “He should be so lucky,” a man in the crowd said.

      Malorie giggled. “Thank you, random stranger. But what I’m trying to say is that I was planning to buy a kitten from Allen. We were supposed to meet for the first time yesterday. I was eagerly anticipating that meeting, and I’m still disappointed that I’ll never have a chance to meet in person the man with whom I spent so much time corresponding. I still hope that I’ll be able to adopt one of his kittens, at least. Through those wonderful animals, Allen Royce’s legacy will live on and on.”

      A few people applauded as Malorie sat down.

      “We can talk later,” Kelly said loudly.

      Malorie nodded. “I’ll look forward to it,” she replied, her voice carrying through the space.

      “Who was next?” Nathan asked.

      Carolyn Henry stood up. When the bot stopped next to her, she took a deep breath. “Mr. Royce and I didn’t always see eye to eye on everything. He had his own ideas about how to accomplish his aims when it came to his animals. Having said that, from everything that I saw, he took very good care of his cats, and he made absolutely certain that all of his kittens went to proper homes. I hope whoever inherits his animals will continue to give them the best possible care.”

      As she finished speaking, Nora got to her feet. The bot buzzed toward her.

      “I was grateful to Allen for his assistance with my game,” she said. “He was very knowledgeable about cats and breeding.”

      “Except you took advantage of that knowledge and didn’t fairly compensate him for his time,” Kelly challenged.

      I looked at Jonathan. It seemed as if only the front few rows of people had heard Kelly’s words. Nora was further back in the crowd.

      “Did you say something?” she asked, staring hard at Kelly.

      Kelly stood up and turned around. “We can talk later,” she said after a long pause.

      “I don’t think we have anything to say to one another,” Nora countered. “And I’m done talking.”

      She sat down in her seat and folded her arms. The bot clicked a few times and then slowly began to make its way toward Kelly, who was still standing.

      “Anyone else?” Nathan asked, sounding a bit anxious.

      A man near the back stood up as Kelly dropped back into her seat. The bot hesitated and then changed direction. When it reached the man, he frowned at it.

      “I think we’ve all had enough of all of this,” he said loudly. “No one here wants to hear tributes to the dead man. We’re all here because we want to know what really happened to him.”

      A few people around him applauded.

      “That’s Craig Martelle,” Jonathan told me.

      “Oh? Do you know him?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “We have some history,” he said before he looked back at Nathan.

      What does that mean? I wondered.

      “The captain has released a statement,” Nathan said.

      “The captain has released a bunch of vaguely worded nonsense,” Craig countered. “We’ve all heard all sorts of rumors about what happened. Tell us the truth. Why was Allen on C Deck? Was he really shot by a high-powered laser weapon? Aren’t such weapons banned on this ship? Was he really suing InmonCorp for billions of credits because of some incident that happened on another InmonCorp ship?”

      Nathan held up a hand. “The captain will release another statement in due course. I’m sure at least some of your questions will be answered at that time.”

      “I don’t want another statement in due course. I paid an obscene amount of credits to sail on this ship. Everyone in this room did the same. We deserve to know if our lives are in danger.” Craig looked around the room. “Just about everyone on board is in this room right now. All you need to do is ask each of us for our alibi. Whoever doesn’t have one gets a further look. Of course, in order to do that, you’ll have to tell us exactly when Allen Royce died. Start there.”

      Nathan frowned. “It’s not my place to release that information,” he said. “Our medical team is still working on determining…”

      “Tell us,” Craig shouted. He then began chanting: “Tell us, tell us, tell us.”

      As the people around him took up the chant, I looked at Jonathan.

      “Things are getting ugly,” he whispered.

      “Nathan looks terrified.”
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      The door at the back of the room suddenly slid open. Shawn and Jerry walked into the room. As Jerry strode toward the stage, Shawn stopped and shook a few people’s hands.

      “Shawn Inmon, nice to meet you,” he said repeatedly, shaking hands and smiling at everyone. He stopped at the end of Craig’s row. Craig was at least a dozen people away from the end, so Shawn could only wave at him.

      “Hi, I’m Shawn Inmon,” he called. “I totally understand how you feel.”

      “I highly doubt that,” Craig replied.

      Shawn grinned at him and then turned and walked toward the stage. Every few feet, he stopped to shake someone’s hand or pose for an image. When he finally climbed the stairs onto the stage, several people began to clap and whistle.

      “Gee, thanks,” Shawn said as he moved to the center of the platform. “How are you all doing?”

      “This is starting to feel like a rock concert,” Jonathan whispered in my ear as more people applauded and cheered.

      “It certainly doesn’t feel like a memorial service any longer.”

      “Good afternoon,” Shawn said loudly. “For those of you I’ve not had the opportunity to meet, I’m Shawn Inmon, vice president of customer satisfaction for InmonCorp.”

      He stopped, clearly expecting applause. After an awkward moment, a few people clapped lightly. Shawn beamed at them.

      “Of course, we’re all going to be together on this amazing luxury vessel for some time to come,” he continued. “I’m sure that by the end of the journey I’ll have had an opportunity to get to know each and every one of you.”

      “Like he’s going to ever leave A Deck,” Jonathan said.

      I shrugged. “He’s here now.”

      “And Jerry will have him back up on A Deck the second this service concludes.”

      “I hope you are all enjoying your journey so far,” Shawn said.

      Again he paused, clearly waiting for cheers of approval. The silence went on for several seconds.

      “Yeah, we’re having a great time,” Craig shouted. “All of us, except for Allen Royce. Now that you’re here, how about answering some questions about the man’s death?”

      Shawn grinned affably. “Of course, of course. The last thing we want to do is hide anything from our guests. But you have to understand that there are things we can’t discuss as well. We’re conducting an investigation, and we don’t want to do or say anything that might compromise that investigation.”

      “Did he die on C Deck?” Craig demanded.

      Jerry stepped up next to Shawn and touched his arm. They had a whispered conversation before Shawn looked back out at the audience.

      “I can confirm that Allen was on C Deck when he died,” he said. “We are still investigating how he managed to get there.”

      “Half the elevators made unscheduled stops on C Deck on the day we arrived,” someone shouted. “We were stuck there for several minutes.”

      “If that is the case, I apologize,” Shawn said. “The elevators have been programmed to skip C Deck. Something must have gone wrong with that programming. Our technology team is investigating, of course.”

      “How did Allen die?” a voice from the crowd shouted.

      Jerry and Shawn had another whispered conversation before Shawn spoke again.

      “We aren’t able to release that information at this time. We are, however, confident that no one else on board is any danger,” he said.

      “Oh, really?” Jonathan murmured.

      “How can you be so sure?” someone demanded.

      Shawn smiled. “Our security team is working around the clock to determine exactly what happened to Mr. Royce. As yet, our medical team has not released the findings from their examination of the, er, body. The two teams are going to be working together, tirelessly, to get to the bottom of the entire unfortunate incident.”

      “Until that time, stay off of C Deck,” someone shouted.

      “No one should be on C Deck,” Jerry said, taking a step forward. “C Deck is still under construction and is unsafe for passengers. Mr. Royce should not have been there. If, in the future, any of you find yourselves in an elevator that stops on C Deck, you must remain on board the elevator car and simply wait for it to continue on its journey. Should that not happen in a timely fashion, press the emergency button in the car. Do not, under any circumstances, leave the elevator.”

      “What are you hiding on C Deck?” Craig asked. “Is that where the croccigators are being kept?”

      Shawn laughed. “There are no croccigators on the Lady Elizabeth.”

      I looked at Jonathan. “Did he just lie to us?”

      “Yes, or maybe he simply doesn’t know that the ship is carrying such dangerous cargo. If I were his father, I wouldn’t have told him anything.”

      I chuckled. “Poor Shawn.”

      “So what’s on C Deck?” Craig shot back.

      “As I said, it’s unfinished,” Jerry said sharply. “There are stacks of building materials in every corridor. The rooms are mostly empty, with wires and electrical connectors exposed on their walls. Water pipes are exposed and sticking out everywhere. It’s basically still a construction zone, which is no place for passengers.”

      “Maybe you should arrange tours for us,” Craig suggested. “I think we’d all feel better if we could see for ourselves exactly what’s there.”

      “Perhaps, later in the journey, once we’ve had an opportunity to complete some of the most basic safety items,” Jerry replied. “For now there isn’t even adequate lighting on that deck.”

      “I didn’t see any building materials anywhere,” I said to Jonathan.

      “No, I didn’t either, and I walked up and down a few corridors when I was trying to find a way to contact security.”

      “So they’re lying to us.”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      “I suppose I’m not either, but I am disappointed.”

      “I don’t think there is anything further that we can do here,” Jerry said, staring hard at the man at the back of the room. “We’ve all come together to remember Allen Royce. I’m sure he will be missed.”

      “What’s going to happen to his body?” someone asked.

      “Obviously, on a spacecraft that makes long journeys, certain facilities have to be available. We have a large medical unit in case anyone gets sick or injured. We also have a much smaller facility that is designed to store the, um, remains of any passengers who might pass away during our journey. Mr. Royce’s remains will be released to his next of kin when we arrive in Val Segas,” Jerry said.

      “What about alibis?” someone else shouted. “Is anyone going to ask us for our alibis?”

      Jerry shook his head. “We’re well aware of where most people were when Mr. Royce had his unfortunate accident. We don’t need alibis from most people.”

      “That suggests that you’re treating it like a murder investigation,” a voice said.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Jerry said.

      He looked at Shawn and said something. Shawn nodded.

      “Yes, indeedy do,” Shawn said. “Thank you all for coming and sharing your memories of Mr. Royce with the rest of the Bessie family. That’s what this is, of course – one big family. When my father suggested that I should sail on Bessie’s inaugural sailing, I was delighted to agree. We’re all part of something incredibly special here. I hope you all enjoy the remainder of your journey with us to Val Segas. Thanks for traveling with InmonCorp.”

      He smiled and then began to wave. After a moment, Jerry took his arm and led him away. Nathan stepped forward.

      “Shawn Inmon, everyone,” he said, gesturing toward the man who was making his way back down the center aisle, still waving.

      A few people clapped once or twice before Jerry rushed Shawn out of the room.

      “And now, I’d like to add my thanks to Shawn’s,” Nathan said. “On behalf of the entire crew of the Lady Elizabeth, thank you all for coming this afternoon. This journey is going to bring many surprises and challenges, but I’m confident that we’ll meet them all successfully, working together as one big family. If you have any additional questions or concerns, you can submit them to my office via the internal messaging system. Thank you again for coming.”

      “Let’s flood his messages with our questions,” Craig shouted. “We have a right to know what’s happening on this ship. We’re going to be trapped on board for months and months, and there is a killer running around shooting people.”

      “Allen’s death might have been an accident,” someone said.

      “If it was an accident, they would have just said so,” Craig countered. “They’re hiding things from us. For a start, who found the body? They haven’t even told us that much.”

      I looked over at Jonathan. “Keep quiet,” he whispered to me.

      “I can’t see why it matters,” someone replied. “Any one of us could have found the body. We were all stuck on C Deck the day we arrived. I’m just glad now that I stayed on the elevator and didn’t decide to explore.”

      “Maybe they have C Deck booby trapped,” a voice called. “Maybe if you had gotten off the elevator, you would have gotten shot too.”

      “No one has said that Allen was shot,” Kelly pointed out.

      “He was, though,” Craig replied. “I have my sources on board. They’re reliable.”

      “What else have they told you?” Kelly asked.

      “They told me that the ship is carrying croccigators, over a half dozen of the things, all of them deadly,” Craig replied.

      “Shawn just told us that there aren’t any croccigators on the ship,” someone argued. “I believe him.”

      “You’re an idiot,” Craig snapped. “You can’t trust anyone here.”

      “Not even you,” someone said flatly. “Why are you so eager to cause trouble?”

      “Because someone was murdered, and no one seems to be taking it seriously,” Craig replied.

      “Good afternoon,” a voice came over the speakers. “This is a friendly reminder that the five o’clock seating for dinner will begin in one minute. Passengers with that seating should make their way to the restaurant if they are not already there.”

      “Oh, yeah, run away and get your dinner,” Craig said mockingly as people began to head for the doors. “It could be your last meal if the murderer strikes again.”

      “I appreciate your concern,” Kelly said as she walked toward Craig. “But whatever happened to Allen, it seems unlikely that anyone else is in danger. At least not as long as we stay away from C Deck.”

      “We don’t get a choice, though,” someone told her. “If the elevator stops there, we could be stuck for hours.”

      “Just stay on the elevator and push the emergency button,” a man replied. “Don’t leave the car. Don’t even stick your head out of the car.”

      “What are they hiding on C Deck?” Craig demanded. “We have a right to know. It could be full of weapons and explosives. Maybe InmonCorp is supplying weapons to one of the factions on a warring planet. Maybe this entire voyage is just a cover for that.”

      “Except no one is at war on Val Segas or on any of the planets we’re going to be visiting, and you have an overactive imagination,” a woman scoffed.

      “If I’m wrong, then why is Colonel Jonathan Brazee on this ship?” Craig demanded, pointing at Jonathan.

      The people who were still in the room all turned to stare at him.

      Jonathan chuckled. “Good afternoon,” he said. “I’m retired Colonel Brazee, with the emphasis on retired. I’m traveling to Val Segas to have a vacation, the same as many of you, I assume.”

      “Not many people can afford to travel for twenty-six long sectors just for a vacation,” Craig countered.

      Jonathan sighed. “As I said, I’m retired. I have plenty of time on my hands.”

      Before anyone else could speak, the lights in the room suddenly dimmed. As people gasped and one woman screamed, another announcement was made.

      “The gathering room will be closing in five minutes. We ask any guests still remaining in the gathering room to please exit in an orderly fashion. We hope you enjoyed your time in the gathering room, our spacious and comfortable facility for large group meetings, shows, and other special events on board the Lady Elizabeth. Please check your daily events guide every day to learn more about future events that will be held in the gathering room.”

      The lights brightened again as the voice finished speaking.

      “They don’t want us together,” Craig said darkly. “They’re afraid of what we might learn if we start asking questions.”

      “You’re the one with the secret sources,” a woman replied. “They should be afraid of you.”

      “I’ll probably be the next to die,” Craig told her. “And when I do, whatever they tell you, it wasn’t an accident.”

      Craig seemed to realize that he’d just said the perfect exit line. He turned around and climbed over his chair and the one behind it so that he could leave the room without having to wait for the people around him to move. Unfortunately, he tripped over the second chair and face-planted into the plush carpeting. His nose was bleeding as he got to his feet and stomped out of the room.

      “He does seem to be accident-prone,” Kelly said.

      Several people laughed as we all made our way out of the room. There was a long queue for the elevators. Jonathan and I stood back and waited as several people tried to push and shove their way to the front of the line.

      “That was not fun,” Kelly said to me as she joined us at the back of the queue.

      “I just hope they’ll work out what happened to Allen and share that with us, sooner rather than later,” Anne Chase said.

      I hadn’t seen her in the gathering room, but she must have been there.

      “I’m sure they’ll tell us something soon,” Kelly replied. “Whether it will be true or not is another matter.”

      “Now you sound like that guy who was shouting at the back of the room,” Anne said. “I wasn’t sure if he was crazy or the only sane one in there.”

      “I think he was just trying to cause trouble,” Kelly told her. “There are all sorts of rumors going around about people getting free upgrades from B Deck to A Deck and from standard cabins to suites. Maybe he thinks if he shouts loudly enough, they’ll give him a better cabin.”

      I felt my cheeks flood with color.

      “I’d just like to be able to get what I ordered for a meal, if only once,” Anne said with a laugh. “Everything I’ve eaten has been good, but it’s never been what I’ve ordered.”

      Kelly shrugged. “You have to expect small glitches on the first sailing of a new ship. I was on the Lord Edward on its first sailing. For the first week, hot water was only available in our cabins between two and four in the morning. Someone had set something somewhere during construction to prevent the builders from accidentally running hot water all day long, and then they forgot to change the setting before we blasted off.”

      “That sounds dreadful,” Anne said.

      “Oooh, look,” Kelly said. “The B Deck vending machines. I heard a rumor that one of them has cake.” She walked over to the row of machines that was along the wall near the elevators.

      “Is there one with cake?” I asked.

      Kelly nodded. She was standing in front of a red vending machine that inexplicably had its own little striped awning. “It looks like the same cake we get in the dining room, but it’s all neatly packaged up in cute little boxes. Maybe I should get a slice to keep in my rooms for emergencies.”

      “What sort of emergency needs cake?” Jonathan asked.

      Anne, Kelly, and I all laughed.

      “So many emergencies,” I said.

      “At least one every day,” Anne added.

      Kelly rejoined us, carrying a small stack of cake boxes. “One for you,” she said, handing me a box. “And one for you,” she told Anne, passing her a box. “Sorry, but the machine would only let me buy three boxes,” she told Jonathan. “I think they’re trying to keep people from spending all of their credits on cake.”

      I laughed, but she was probably right. And if I were actually staying in the cabin I booked, I’d probably be buying cake every day, I thought.

      “Thank you,” Anne said, patting the top of her box.

      “Yes, thank you. It looks wonderful, but why haven’t we moved at all?” I asked, looking at the stationary line of guests in front of us.

      “All of the elevators are stuck on A Deck,” someone further up in the crowd shouted back. “The screen shows them all just sitting there, not moving.”

      “Are there stairs?” I asked.

      Jonathan frowned. “There have to be stairs for safety reasons.”

      “So let’s find them,” Kelly said. “I’m getting hungry, and I’m ready to get out of these shoes, too.”

      Jonathan looked down at his comms. He tapped a few times and then smiled at us. “According to the ship’s map, the stairs are right behind us.”

      The door was unmarked and covered by a privacy screen. Jonathan tapped on the screen, and it slowly slid aside.

      “Locked,” he muttered as he pushed the button to open the door.

      “Can you open it with your comms?” Kelly asked.

      “If I knew where the scanner is, maybe,” Jonathan replied.

      There was nothing obvious around the door.

      “It should be right here, next to the button,” Anne said. “Maybe it’s been mounted flat and then painted over.”

      “Which would probably make it unusable,” Jonathan replied. He ran his hand along the wall near the button. “But there may be something here, actually.” He tapped on the wall, moving his hand up and down. When he hit one section, it sounded different. As he tapped it again, a panel slid away, revealing the missing scanner.

      “Why would they do that?” Kelly asked.

      “I suppose they don’t want people finding the stairs,” Jonathan replied. He held his comms up to the scanner. It beeped several times before the door in front of us slid open.

      “Stairs,” I said happily, rushing forward.

      “There are stairs here,” Jonathan called to the crowd of people behind us.

      The sign on the wall pointed up for A Deck and down for C Deck.

      “Hey, maybe we should go down and explore C Deck,” Anne said. “I’m incredibly curious about it after everything that was said earlier.”

      “I think it’s best if we all stay as far away from C Deck as possible,” Jonathan told her. “You heard what they said. It’s full of construction materials, and it doesn’t have power.”

      I didn’t wait for the rest of the conversation before heading for the stairs. I climbed until my legs got tired and then stopped to rest. Jonathan caught up to me where I was standing on a small landing.

      “I didn’t realize the decks were so far apart,” I said a bit breathlessly.

      He nodded. “There will be service decks in between the passenger decks. Those will be accessible only through the maintenance department, though.”

      As I started to climb again, I heard a loud banging noise. “What was that?” I asked.

      “Heating or cooling, probably. Nothing to worry about,” Jonathan replied.

      I wasn’t sure I believed him, but there was no point in arguing. A few minutes later, I reached the top of the flight of stairs. The door was marked “A Deck.” I held my comms against the scanner. Nothing happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let me try,” Jonathan suggested.

      I frowned as I stepped back from the door. I shouldn’t have been surprised that my comms hadn’t worked. I wasn’t supposed to be there, after all.

      Jonathan waved his device in front of the panel. Nothing happened. He frowned and then tried holding his wrist flat against it. Still nothing.

      “It’s locked, isn’t it?” Kelly asked. She sighed and then turned around. “Let’s just hope the door back onto B Deck isn’t locked as well.”

      I could hear the people on the stairs complaining loudly about the climb and about having to walk all that way back down again. As I began to turn, Jonathan caught my arm.

      “Hold this,” he said, handing me a small black box.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He shook his head and then watched as the others walked back down the stairs. When the top of Kelly’s head disappeared from view, Jonathan cleared his throat.

      “Let’s see what we can do,” he said, rubbing his hands together. He took the cube back from me and began rotating it.

      “Hold this against the panel,” he told me, handing me the box. “Hold it exactly the way I gave it to you.”

      I did as I was told and then watched as Jonathan began tapping and swiping on his comms. I nearly dropped the cube when it started humming and flashing.

      “Don’t move,” he muttered, clearly focused on whatever he was doing on his comms.

      “I’m not moving. You will warn me if this thing is going to explode, won’t you?”

      “It’s not an explosive device, it’s a, ah, there we are.” The box in my hand beeped several times and then the door in front of us slid open.

      Jonathan stepped halfway through it so that it couldn’t shut again. “Give me that, and then you can call the others back if you want to,” he said.

      I passed back the black box and then walked to the top of the stairs. “The door is open,” I called down.

      Kelly stopped and then shouted the same message further down the line. Then she turned around and walked back up the steps.

      “How did that happen?” she asked when she reached me.

      “Jonathan tried again and this time it worked,” I replied, staring at the floor.

      “How lucky for all of us,” Kelly replied. “Jonathan is very clever. He’ll be a valuable ally for you on the journey.”

      Before I could reply, she walked past me and through the door. I stood at the top of the stairs and watched as the long line of people slowly made their way up the steps and through the door. Jonathan stayed where he was, in the doorway, until I finally joined him.

      “And now, we need to talk,” he told me as the door slid shut behind us.

      “We do?”

      “Let’s talk in your cabin,” he suggested. “Singer could probably do with a snack and a hygiene break.”

      I nodded and reached into the carrier. I gave Singer’s head a quick pat and she responded by wrapping her paws around my fingers.

      “The stairs are only for emergency use,” Jerry snapped at us as we walked past the elevators.

      “The elevators weren’t working,” Jonathan replied. “We couldn’t wait on B Deck forever.”

      “The elevators suffered from a very temporary malfunction. They were up and running again within fifteen minutes,” Jerry countered.

      “Perhaps you should have made some sort of announcement to let us know what was happening,” I suggested.

      Jerry looked as if he wanted to argue, but after a moment he simply shook his head and walked away.

      “I don’t want him mad at me,” I told Jonathan as I opened the door to my cabin. “He could banish me back to B Deck – or worse.”

      “He isn’t going to do any such thing. Don’t worry about going back to B Deck. This cabin is going to be your home for the entire journey.”

      “That sounds oddly ominous,” I said softly as I pulled Singer out of the carrier. I set her on the floor and then watched as she slowly made her way around the room, stopping to sniff at a few things as she went. When she disappeared into the bathroom, I looked at Jonathan. “What did you want to talk about?”

      “Murder,” he replied.

      I shuddered. “Maybe Allen’s death really was an accident.”

      “You saw the body. Do you think it was an accident?”

      “I can imagine scenarios where he got shot accidentally. But even so, whoever shot him needs to be identified and punished.”

      Jonathan nodded. “And all this talk about alibis has got me thinking.”

      “Oh?”

      “We’ve been focused on motive, means, and opportunity, but we should have been focused on alibis. Where was Nathan when the body was found?”

      I frowned. “Busy elsewhere, I would imagine. He seems to work awfully hard.”

      “I think it would be useful to find out exactly where he was when Allen was shot.”

      “But I like Nathan. I can’t imagine him killing anyone.”

      Jonathan sighed. “Sometimes the nicest people turn out to be killers.”

      “But there are so many other possibilities. What about Shawn? He might have done it.”

      “I can’t imagine Shawn knowing how to use a laser pistol, can you?”

      “He’d probably shoot himself before he’d manage to shoot anyone else,” I admitted with a laugh. “I’m pretty sure Jerry knows how to use a laser pistol, though. And I can see him shooting someone, too.”

      “I would be willing to bet that both Jerry and Shawn were on the observation deck, celebrating the launch, though. Let’s check.” Jonathan tapped on his comms and then switched on the screen on my wall. A moment later, the opening minutes of the launch ceremony for the Lady Elizabeth appeared.

      With the video on double time, we watched various people arriving for the ceremony. The president of Cenclare was there, with an entourage of overdressed dignitaries. Shawn and Jerry greeted everyone as they entered the room.

      “We found the body just a few minutes before launch,” Jonathan said, stopping the screen when the countdown clock showed thirty minutes until launch. “I’m not an expert, but I’d guess that he had to have been shot around twenty minutes before we found him. We know he was still alive when our elevator car stopped.”

      I nodded. I wanted to tell him that Allen had still been alive for at least a few additional minutes, but I was afraid to trust him with what Allen had said to me.  I didn’t know if “snarky talking cat” had any significance or not, but until Allen’s killer was caught it seemed safer to keep it to myself.

      We watched as Shawn and Jerry continued to welcome people. They sat together on the stage while several short speeches were made. At one point, Jerry spent a minute or two on his comms, but neither man left the stage during the first ten minutes of the ceremony. Captain Ryder was introduced when the countdown clock reached twenty minutes.

      “He could have done it,” I exclaimed.

      “I don’t think so. I can’t see him having the time to shoot Allen and then get to the observation deck in time for his introduction,” Jonathan countered.

      I sighed. “There are still hundreds of other possibilities.”

      Jonathan tapped on the screen, getting the camera to pan the crowd. I recognized a few faces here and there.

      “We could spend hours analyzing the crowd footage,” Jonathan said. “And in the end, we’d be able to eliminate nearly everyone from consideration. I would imagine that the vast majority of the passengers and crew were on either the main observation deck or the secondary one on B Deck.”

      “I should have been there,” I muttered.

      Jonathan gave me a curious look. “Why weren’t you?”

      I sighed. “I was late. I overslept, and then I had trouble getting to the launch station. My friend was supposed to take me, but he couldn’t, so I had to get a shuttle and, well, it doesn’t really matter. I was late, that’s all.”

      “I was also late. I needed to attend a security briefing before I boarded.”

      “Security briefing? For the Lady Elizabeth?”

      “Let’s get back to the launch ceremony. As I said, we could study the crowd, cross-referencing everyone there with the passenger list, but that would take a lot of time and effort and may not be necessary.”

      “Surely whoever is investigating the murder is doing that.”

      “Perhaps. But let’s watch the rest of the ceremony and see what happens.”

      With ten minutes left to go until launch, the men and women from Cenclare were escorted out of the room.

      “I remember seeing them leaving the ship as I arrived on my shuttle,” I said. “At first I was surprised to see people leaving, but then I realized that they’d been part of the launch ceremony.”

      Back on the screen, Captain Ryder was talking. Shawn looked bored and Jerry was on his comms again. With five minutes to go, Becca Syme came out and waved to the crowd. Jonathan stopped the replay and then went backward to hear what the captain had said about her.

      “We have a large and dedicated crew on board. One person I want you all to meet is Becca Syme, our chief medical officer.” Becca walked out and waved as the captain continued. “Becca is the person you need to see if you find yourself suffering from space sickness or any other illness. She’s also the person to see if you fall and break your arm or suffer from any other sort of accident. She and her team have offices on both A and B Decks. Please make certain that you know where to find her.”

      As Captain Ryder started talking about the team of chefs that would be working on the voyage, Jonathan put it back to double time. We watched the time count down until the ship finally blasted into space.

      “I can’t believe I missed it,” I said as I watched Cenclare getting smaller and smaller on the screen. “My one and only trip into space, and I missed blastoff.”

      “What makes you think you’ll never go into space again?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to afford another journey.”

      “You might be surprised. When I was your age, I didn’t expect my life to turn out the way it has in any way.”

      “Really?”

      “We can talk about that another time. Let’s focus on alibis for now.”

      “I thought I saw Kelly in the crowd,” I told him.

      He nodded. “Let’s see if we can focus on her, make sure she was there the entire time.”

      He raced forward and backward through the event, scanning the crowd until he found her. Once he’d located her, it was easy to focus on her as he sped things up to quadruple speed.

      “She’s there the entire time,” I said. “She didn’t even look at her comms once.”

      “The computer should be able to do a lot of this work for us.” Jonathan tapped on his comms and then frowned. “I need better equipment, though.”

      I laughed. “My comms is five years old and getting glitchy. I don’t have anything else.”

      “I have a device in my cabin that might do the job, but it makes more sense for us to borrow something from the captain.”

      “It does?”

      Jonathan nodded. “I want them to know what we’re doing. More importantly, I want them to know that we haven’t given up on finding out what happened to Allen. Let’s go and find Captain Ryder. I’m sure he’ll be eager to help.”

      “But he doesn’t have an alibi.”

      “He might, if I can access all of the security cameras on the ship.”

      “If you can do that, surely you’ll be able to see who was on C Deck when Allen was shot.”

      Jonathan grinned at me. “We were told that the cameras aren’t operating there. I suspect they are, but I’d be willing to bet that that particular footage is mysteriously absent from the data records. I doubt the killer has had time to go through and alter things sufficiently to provide himself or herself with an alibi, though.”

      “No one needs an alibi if the case isn’t actually being investigated.”

      “Except it is. I’m investigating. We’re investigating, I should say. I’ve been doing as much as I can in the background, while I waited to see exactly what the ship’s officers were going to do, but now that it’s clear that they aren’t actually going to do anything, well, it’s time for me to get more involved.”

      “Jerry isn’t going to like that.”

      “Jerry should be grateful that I’m taking an interest. He should appreciate that I’m going to find his killer for him. Of course, he won’t like it if he’s involved in Allen’s death in any way.”

      “We know he has an alibi.”

      “That he was on stage at the critical time doesn’t mean that he didn’t have a hand in Allen’s death, though.”

      I sighed. “This is all too complicated for me. Can’t I just stay here with Singer?”

      “Mereooww,” Singer said as she curled up in her cat bed.

      Jonathan looked at her. “I’m sure she saw exactly what happened on C Deck. Too bad she can’t talk in sounds that we can understand.”

      I swallowed a few different replies before making a sort of noncommittal noise. Jonathan gave me an odd look, but didn’t question it.

      “What are you planning to do now?” I asked after a moment.

      “I’m going to get Captain Ryder to let me run scans of the security footage from launch day. The computer should be able to recognize everyone on the ship. It also should be able to tell me where everyone was at the time that Allen was shot.”

      “That sounds too easy.”

      “It won’t be as easy as it may sound. I would expect the computer to be able to identify and locate about ninety percent of the people on the ship. That will still leave us with fifty or so people unaccounted for.”

      “That many?”

      “Computers aren’t perfect, but it will be a good start. We have twenty-five and a half sectors left to work our way through the fifty people the computer can’t confirm.”

      “Maybe that’s what the ship’s security team is doing now.”

      “I doubt it. I would be very surprised if anyone else on board knows enough about computers and security to be able to successfully run the sort of testing I want to try. Shawn said something about being in charge of security himself. I can guarantee that he couldn’t manage what I want to do.”

      “What about Jerry?”

      “I suspect Jerry’s skills run more toward hiding himself and his activities from cameras rather than exploiting what they’ve seen, but I could be wrong about that. Let’s go and see if we can find Captain Ryder. I’d prefer to talk to him privately. I think he’ll be easier to persuade than Jerry.”

      “And you don’t think he killed Allen,” I said.

      “I don’t. I think he was too busy with all of his launch day responsibilities to have been involved in what happened to Allen. I could be wrong, of course, but if I am, I think we’ll be able to tell when we talk to him.”

      “Where does one find the ship’s captain?” I asked as Jonathan got to his feet.

      “I have it on good authority that he’s in the bar right now.”

      “Really? How could you possibly know that?”

      Jonathan grinned at me. “Passengers in the suites are welcome to join the captain for a drink before dinner each evening in our private bar. Captain Ryder was there last night, although I didn’t speak to him.”

      “So you can go, but I can’t,” I said, not feeling at all disappointed.

      “I’m allowed to bring a guest. And Singer will be welcome, too. Pets are allowed everywhere on board.”

      “Want to go to the bar?” I asked Singer as she lifted her head when she heard her name.

      “Merrrrr,” she replied.

      “From what I’ve heard, bars will be more familiar to her than they are to me,” I said as I picked up the cat. “Are you ready to go back in your carrier?” I asked her.

      She seemed to shrug as Jonathan picked up the carrier. I slid Singer inside and we headed for the door.

      Five minutes later, Jonathan used his comms to open an unmarked door. The room was dimly lit and had a light haze of fake smoke in the air. There were several small clusters of tables and chairs near the door. The bar itself was along the wall at the back. Only a handful of people were in the room, and I didn’t recognize any of them, aside from Captain Ryder, who was standing at the bar.

      “Good evening,” Jonathan said as we approached the captain.

      He smiled and nodded at Jonathan. “Good evening. How are you tonight?”

      “I’m fine. You remember Diana.” Jonathan tilted his head toward me.

      “Hi,” I said, giving him an awkward wave and immediately feeling foolish.

      “Hello,” the man replied. “I didn’t realize that you two knew one another.”

      “We met on the ship,” Jonathan told him. “After our unfortunate experience together, we’ve become friends.”

      “Ah, yes, excellent.” The captain looked past Jonathan and then nodded and smiled at a man who’d just walked into the room. “I really should talk to…” he began, starting to take a step away from us.

      “Before you rush off, I have a question for you,” Jonathan said, putting his hand on the captain’s arm.

      Captain Ryder looked surprised. “A question?”

      “It’s more like I need a favor,” Jonathan replied. “Actually, I want to do you a favor. At the memorial service, someone mentioned alibis. I think I can get the ship’s security system to scan the faces in the crowds that were at the launch ceremony to identify them all. That should help narrow down the list of people who might have been on C Deck when Allen was shot.”

      The captain frowned. “Our security team is doing the investigating.”

      “Your security team?” Jonathan repeated. “Do you actually have a security team, or are you relying on Shawn and Jerry to handle everything? Because I have to tell you, I don’t think either of them have the first clue how to conduct a murder investigation.”

      Captain Ryder sighed. “You may be right, but there isn’t much I can do about it. I’d really like to keep my job.”

      “You can let me have access to the ship’s computers,” Jonathan told him. “It won’t take me long to tell it what I want it to do. It may take the computer a while to work through everything, but once I’ve accessed the system, I can work with it from my comms.”

      “I don’t know,” the captain said.

      Jonathan grinned at him. “You have to know that you can trust me. I’m sure you’re aware of my reputation.”

      “Yes, of course,” Captain Ryder said quickly.

      “I was staying out of the way of the investigation, letting Shawn and Jerry handle it, but it became clear today that they both have far too many other responsibilities. They simply don’t have the time to conduct a full and proper investigation,” Jonathan told him. “All I’m going to do is narrow down the list of possible suspects. Then Shawn and Jerry can speak to whomever I haven’t been able to eliminate. I know they’re both eager to work out what happened to Allen, but I very much doubt either of them has the background in security that’s needed to do what I want to do.”

      “Tell me again what you want to do,” the captain said.

      “We know that Allen was killed shortly before launch. Nearly everyone on board was watching the launch ceremony from one of the observation decks at that time. I’m going to get the computer to identify everyone on the decks at the right time so that they can be eliminated from consideration.”

      The other man looked thoughtful. “That sounds like it could be really useful.”

      “I thought so,” Jonathan replied.

      Captain Ryder looked around the room and then shrugged. “Do you need to work from the bridge?”

      “There or your office.”

      “Let’s go to the bridge. I’d hate for anyone to think that I was trying to conceal what you’re doing.”

      Jonathan nodded. “I’m ready when you are.”

      “There’s no time like the present,” Captain Ryder said. He turned and began to work out of the room.

      “Let’s go,” Jonathan told me.
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      “I’m not sure that you need me there,” I protested as Jonathan and I followed the captain out of the bar.

      “You never know, you might be useful,” he replied.

      I frowned as we walked down the corridor to the elevators. There was a car waiting when we arrived, and it whisked us up to X Deck before I could say anything further.

      We followed Captain Ryder a short distance, and then he used his comms to open a door. When the door slid back, it revealed a second door with a far more complicated-looking security panel next to it. The captain held his hand against the panel and we all waited, listening to a series of clicks and buzzes. After a full minute, the captain sighed and lifted his hand. He wiggled his fingers several times before trying again. This time, after the clicks and buzzes, a louder buzz sounded and a red light began to flash.

      “Security alert,” a loud voice announced. “Unauthorized entry attempt at bridge door two. Security has been notified.”

      Captain Ryder looked over at Jonathan and shrugged. “There are a few bugs in the system,” he said before he knocked hard on the door. After a short wait, the door slid open.

      “It didn’t recognize my hand again,” the captain told the man who’d opened the door.

      He shrugged. “It didn’t recognize mine when I got here. Luckily, Jason was on duty, and he let me in.”

      “It’s a good thing someone is always here,” the captain replied. “Otherwise, we might all find ourselves locked out of the bridge.”

      “Is anyone working on fixing the door sensors?” the other man asked.

      “It’s on the repair list, but you know as well as I do that that particular list is quite long,” he replied.

      “I would have thought that securing appropriate access to the bridge would be a priority for your repair team,” Jonathan said.

      Captain Ryder shrugged. “I believe passenger comfort is the biggest priority right now. There have been some issues with water supplies in some cabins and also with waste disposal.”

      I made a face.

      “We can still gain access to the bridge, anyway,” the captain added. “But what do you need?”

      Jonathan looked around the room. “I can work at that station,” he suggested, pointing to a computer command station in the corner. “I shouldn’t need long.”

      The captain nodded. “Let me know if there’s anything else you need. I’ll be working on the navigation plans for the rest of this sector.”

      Jonathan looked at me. “You can help,” he said before he turned and walked to the station.

      “What can I do?” I demanded as I joined him.

      “Watch and learn.”

      Jonathan sat down at the station and went to work. I watched for the first three minutes, until I was completely lost. He was typing commands as fast as I could read them, and none of what he was typing made any sense to me. I was about to suggest that it might be better if I waited outside when someone knocked on the door.

      “Why doesn’t that door open properly?” Jerry demanded when Captain Ryder opened the door.

      “Our maintenance team is looking into it,” the captain replied. “At least the door can be opened from the inside.”

      “Yes, but answering the door to anyone who knocks isn’t part of the ship’s security protocol.”

      Shawn, who was standing behind Jerry, chuckled. “It’s a luxury transport. I don’t think we have to worry about anyone trying to hijack the ship, do you?”

      “The security requirements for bridge access are the same for every ship in the galaxy,” Jerry countered. “I’m not sure how the Lady Elizabeth passed her inspection before sailing with that door issue.”

      “It was working just fine on the day we left Cenclare,” Captain Ryder told him. “And it will be working again soon. Maintenance has a long list of jobs to get through, and that door isn’t a priority.”

      “It should be. What if we were to have a surprise inspection?” Jerry asked.

      “Are you suggesting there might be an inspector on board?” Shawn asked. “I can’t imagine any of the inspection companies paying for one of their staff to sail all the way from Cenclare to Val Segas, just to do a surprise inspection along the way.”

      “It could happen, though,” Jerry told him. “And we can’t afford to fail. Get that door fixed,” he snapped at the captain.

      “Yes, of course,” the captain replied.

      Jerry looked around the room. When our eyes met, I quickly looked away, trying to pretend a sudden interest in the view out of the window in front of me.

      “What are you doing here?” Jerry demanded as he walked across the room toward me.

      “She’s with me,” Jonathan said without looking up.

      “Why?” Jerry asked.

      “Colonel Brazee thought he might be able to help with the investigation into Mr. Royce’s unfortunate accident,” Captain Ryder said. “He’s getting the computer to scan and identify everyone on the observation decks at the time of the incident.”

      “How kind of him,” Jerry said icily.

      “It was all that talk about alibis that gave me the idea,” Jonathan said. “It isn’t the sort of thing that most people are used to getting from computer systems, but I have some experience in that area.”

      Jerry nodded. “While we appreciate your willingness to help, I do think it would be best if you left the investigation to us.”

      “I’m just trying to narrow down your list of suspects,” Jonathan countered. “Once I’ve done that, it will be up to you to speak to the people the computer couldn’t locate.”

      “You can get that information?” Shawn asked. “That’s amazing.”

      Jerry frowned. “I’m sure it will be very helpful,” he said. “No doubt there will be quite a few people who weren’t on either observation deck, though. People were still getting settled into their cabins and unpacking. Even more, though, I can’t imagine any of our hardworking crew were simply standing around on the observation deck for any length of time. Shawn and I were there, because we were a part of the ceremony, but everyone else should have been working.”

      “We’ll have to see what the computer can come up with, won’t we?” Jonathan replied. “It’s working on the initial scan now.”

      “While I do appreciate what you’re doing, it is against company policy for passengers to be on the bridge at any time during a sailing,” Jerry told us. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to come with me. I’m sure we can find you another location where you can complete your little project.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I can work from anywhere, as long as I can access the ship’s computer.”

      “Let’s use my office,” Jerry suggested.

      Jonathan and I followed Jerry to the door with Shawn behind me. We were escorted to a small office just across the corridor.

      “We’ll leave you here. Good luck,” Jerry said as Jonathan and I walked into the room. He and Shawn started walking away as the door slid shut behind them.

      I looked around the room. “I’d never have guessed that this was Jerry’s office,” I said. A small black desk sat in the middle of the room. There was a chair behind it and two additional chairs in front of it. Otherwise, the room was empty.

      Jonathan sat at the desk, tapping on its surface to access the computer. He typed in a few commands and then chuckled.

      “What?” I asked.

      “This isn’t Jerry’s office,” he said. “The computer in here has at least a dozen restrictions attached to it. I can’t access any of the work I was doing on the bridge, and I can’t do much of anything else, either.”

      “So Jerry moved us in here to stop you from doing what you wanted to do.”

      “I looks that way,” Jonathan said. “Unfortunately for him, I’m a bit smarter than he seems to think I am.”

      As Jonathan began to type, the door slid open.

      “Good afternoon,” Nathan said. “Captain Ryder asked me to come and see if I could help you in any way.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I’m good, thanks. I just need to, er, that should do it, um, yes, well, give me a minute.”

      Nathan grinned. “Computers are temperamental beasts,” he said. “But how are you?” he asked me.

      “I’m fine, thanks. Just hanging out with Singer.” I picked up the carrier and then opened the door. Singer quickly climbed into my hand.

      “Ah, she’s lovely,” Nathan said, taking a step closer.

      Singer looked at him and then hissed.

      Nathan took a step backward.

      “Singer, what’s wrong with you?” I asked, patting her back. “Nathan is a friend. He brought you to me, remember?”

      Singer sat on my hand, staring hard at Nathan. He looked at her and then at me.

      “I’ve never been very good with animals,” he said with a nervous laugh. “She doesn’t have to like me.”

      “I think I may know why she doesn’t like you,” Jonathan said.

      Nathan frowned. “If you don’t need anything, I should probably go,” he said, taking a few steps toward the door.

      It slid open as he approached. Shawn and Jerry were both frowning as they walked into the room.

      “What exactly are you doing in here?” Jerry demanded, glaring at Jonathan.

      “I told you that I wanted to do whatever I could to help work out who killed Allen Royce,” Jonathan replied. “You’ll want to see what I found.”

      “I should go,” Nathan said. “I need to talk to the head of maintenance about something.”

      “Wait,” Jonathan said firmly. “You need to see this, too.”

      He tapped on the desk and then did something to make the image on the screen project on the wall behind him. We all watched the footage of Allen on the elevator, opening Singer’s carrier. As the doors opened on C Deck and Allen followed Singer into the corridor, Jonathan stopped the action.

      “If you look closely, you can see that the lights are on in the corridor,” he said, gesturing. “And the security cameras seem to have been working as well at that point.”

      Nathan walked to the door and pushed the button to open it. Nothing happened.

      “I locked it from here,” Jonathan told him. “I’ll unlock it in a minute.”

      “You’ve locked us in?” Jerry demanded. “I’ll have you thrown off the ship for that!”

      “This is the security feed from the C Deck camera,” Jonathan said as the view changed.

      We all watched as an elevator door opened and Singer ran out of the car. Allen followed a moment later. Less than three seconds after that, another elevator door opened, and Nathan emerged. I gasped when I saw the laser pistol in his hand. About five seconds later, the lights seemed to go out on C Deck. A moment after that, the camera feed cut out.

      “We got a security alert that someone was walking around on C Deck,” Nathan said. “We’d been getting all sorts of threats from different groups around the galaxy, groups that wanted to blow up the Lady Elizabeth and cause trouble for InmonCorp.”

      “So you went to C Deck, armed with a weapon you weren’t supposed to have,” Shawn said in a low voice.

      “As Captain Ryder’s assistant, I’m authorized to be armed if I feel the ship or any of its passengers are in danger,” Nathan replied.

      “You killed Allen,” I said sadly. “And Singer saw you do it. That’s why she hissed at you just now.”

      Nathan looked at Jerry, who very slowly nodded.

      “It was an accident,” Nathan said. “I was following the security alerts when the power suddenly went out. When I heard a noise behind me, I spun around and fired what I thought was a warning shot. I never meant to kill anyone.”

      I looked over at Jonathan. He shrugged.

      “There doesn’t seem to be any security camera footage of the actual shooting,” he said. “And I can’t find any evidence that it was ever there. I suspect the cameras in that area weren’t working at the time.”

      “You should have come to me,” Jerry said to Nathan. “You should have come and told me what had happened.”

      “I wasn’t even sure exactly what had happened,” Nathan replied. “I didn’t know if the person I’d shot was dead or just injured. I was just standing there, shaking, when Captain Ryder buzzed me to tell me to get to the Observation Deck for the launch ceremony. I was going to go back to C Deck as soon as that was over. I didn’t want to do anything to interfere with our launch. I didn’t want to disappoint everyone.”

      Jerry nodded. “You must know that I’m going to have to arrest you, on behalf of the authorities on Cenclare. I believe they’ll have jurisdiction over the case once we arrive in Val Segas. It would be inappropriate to leave you on any of the planets that we’ll be visiting for excursions during our journey.”

      “Actually, the entire case should be considered by the intergalactic courts,” Jonathan told him. “You can send them all of the necessary information now, and they can begin their investigation immediately.”

      “Yes, of course,” Jerry replied. “For now, we’ll move Nathan to a cabin on C Deck. We can restrict his access to C Deck only, but allow him to walk the corridors for exercise and to prepare meals for himself in one of the kitchens there.” He frowned at Jonathan. “I assume that’s acceptable?”

      “It should be,” Jonathan replied. “I’ll be sending my report to the intergalactic courts by the end of the day today.”

      “You are aware, of course, of the challenges to communication during long-distance space travel,” Jerry said. “It may be a short while before they actually receive anything you send.”

      Jonathan nodded. “But they’ll get the reports eventually, mine and Diana’s.”

      Jerry looked at me for a moment and then shrugged. “We’ll just escort Nathan to his cabin so he can pack his things for his move to C Deck.”

      “I’m very disappointed in you,” Shawn said to Nathan. “I think I need to go and lie down for a short while.”

      “You do that,” Jerry said as he headed for the door, his hand on Nathan’s arm.

      Jonathan tapped something on the desk and the door slid open. Jerry and Nathan disappeared into the corridor.

      “Thank you,” Shawn said. “Thank you both.” He turned and left the room before either of us could reply.

      “Are you okay?” Jonathan asked as the door slid shut behind Shawn.

      “I really liked Nathan. I didn’t want him to be the killer.”

      “He said it was an accident.”

      “I didn’t believe him. I do think he shot Allen, but I think whatever happened on C Deck is a lot more complicated than he admitted. And after telling everyone how dangerous it is on C Deck, Jerry is now happy to put Nathan there and let him walk around the corridors and make himself meals.”

      Jonathan did something else on the computer and then shut it down. “Let’s go and get some dinner,” he said. “It’s probably best if we try to forget that all of this actually happened.”

      “Meeoowww,” Singer said.

      I slid her back into her carrier and then followed Jonathan to the elevators.

      “Do you think it was an accident?” I asked as we boarded the car.

      “Maybe, but I agree that there is a lot more going on than anyone is willing to admit. We’ll just have to keep our eyes and ears open for the next twenty-five sectors.”

      I sighed. “I’m not even hungry.”

      “But you need to eat something. I’ll even join you in the dining room. I haven’t eaten in there yet. Room service is so much easier.”

      “The mech-bots don’t always work, and the serving trolleys don’t always go to the right tables,” I warned Jonathan as we approached the restaurant.

      “Table nine,” we were told when we walked inside.

      Happily, we were actually able to access the menus at that table. I read through the various descriptions and made my choice.

      “Are you ready, ready, ready, ready to order, order, order?” the bot asked as it hovered just above Jonathan’s head.

      “I’ll have the chicken in white wine sauce with rice and vegetables,” I replied. “And a glass of white wine.”

      The bot whirred and clicked and then moved slightly to focus its single eye on Jonathan. “Are you ready, ready, ready…”

      “Yes,” Jonathan interrupted, staring hard at the bot. “I’ll have the steak, rare, with a baked potato and a cup of coffee. I expect you to get it right the first time.”

      The bot made a noise I hadn’t heard before and then flew away.

      “They aren’t going to get it right,” I said.

      “I’m happy to keep sending it back until they do.”

      “I suppose I should congratulate you on finding Allen’s killer.”

      “I didn’t want to interfere in the investigation, but it was becoming increasingly obvious that Shawn and Jerry weren’t doing anything.”

      “They must have looked at the same camera footage you found.”

      “I doubt it. I don’t think Jerry needed to see the footage. I suspect Nathan told Jerry what had happened. Besides, finding that footage took a little bit of digging. Once power was cut to C Deck, all of the cameras switched off. I doubt Jerry could have found that footage, even if he’d wanted to. He may have looked, but I’m pretty sure that if he had found it, he would have deleted it.”

      “So you think he knew what had happened all along.”

      “I do, but obviously I can’t prove it. I think we’re going to have to be content with knowing that Allen’s killer has been found and arrested.”

      “Poor Captain Ryder has lost his assistant.”

      “There are plenty of other crew members who can step up to replace Nathan. Captain Ryder will be fine.”

      “Do you think Shawn or the captain will make any sort of announcement about Nathan’s arrest?” I asked after our drinks had been delivered.

      “I think the captain will, probably early tomorrow morning. That should stop some of the complaints coming from the other passengers.”

      “I’m glad I know the whole story, since I found the body, but I think I’d much rather have not been involved at all.”

      “If you hadn’t found the body, you’d be having dinner on B Deck tonight.”

      I sighed. “I feel guilty about my cabin upgrade.”

      “You shouldn’t. You should enjoy it and enjoy Singer, too.”

      I looked down at the carrier by my feet. Singer was curled up, fast asleep. “I really thought she’d be able to talk.”

      “Talk?”

      “After you left me with Allen, when you went to go get help, he said a few words. I’m not sure I really understood them, but it sounded as if he said ‘snarky talking cat,’” I explained.

      Jonathan frowned. “Let’s keep that between us, shall we?”

      I opened my mouth to question him as a food trolley stopped next to the table. Jonathan lifted off his plate. I stared at my chicken for a moment before taking the plate.

      “Perfect,” Jonathan said as he cut into his steak.

      “What did Allen mean?” I asked as the trolley rolled away.

      Jonathan shook his head. “We’ve twenty-five more sectors to go. You’ll enjoy the journey a lot more if you forget all about Allen Royce and everything that’s happened so far. Read a few books. Study the cube that Nora gave you. Play with Singer. Do your best to stay away from Jerry and Captain Ryder.”

      “And what will you be doing?”

      He smiled enigmatically. “I’ll be keeping myself busy,” he replied.
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      I’ve been keeping myself busy studying coding and playing with my cat, Singer.  Long distance space travel has turned out to be incredibly boring, but at least the food on the Lady Elizabeth is good.  When we finally reach the second sector of our twenty-six sector journey, I think everyone on board is ready to celebrate.

       

      Everyone except the couple in the cabin across the corridor from me.  They’ve had their privacy screen in place since we left Cenclare.  Galactic regulations mean that someone has to inspect their cabin as we enter Beta Sector, though.

       

      I should have skipped breakfast the first morning in Beta Sector.  That would have been far better than being in the corridor when the door across the hall was finally opened.  The last thing I wanted to see was another dead body and this time there were two of them.  Now I’m tangled up in another murder investigation and everyone on the Lady Elizabeth knows it.
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        Chapter One

        Alpha Sector — Day Ten

      

      

      

      “Alarm off,” I said loudly as I sat up in bed.

      “Good morning,” my smart cube said.  “Today’s news headlines.  There is no news.”

      “No news?  What do you mean no news?  That can’t be right.”

      “The weather in your area today will be cloudy with a chance of showers.”

      “In my area?  I’m on a spaceship.  It isn’t going to rain in here.”  I looked up at the ceiling.  “I hope.”

      “You have three appointments for today.”

      “I do?”  I shook my head.  My smart cube was behaving very oddly.

      “At ten o’clock you are meeting with sssssssss.  At eleven o’clock you are meeting with ggggggggg.  At two o’clock you are meeting with snsnsnsnssn.”

      “I guess you get extra credit for making different weird noises for each of the imaginary meetings,” I muttered as I got out of bed.  If the cube was still acting up tomorrow, I’d worry about it then.  For now, I needed to get some breakfast and then do some studying.

      “Merrooww,” Singer said as she jumped on the desk a few hours later.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, tapping the top of the cube to stop the lesson.

      Singer shook her head and then looked at the door.  A moment later, someone knocked.

      “Service Department,” a voice called.

      I sighed and then got up and walked to the door. 

      “Good morning,” Grenzo Heleks said when I opened the door.  “How is my second favorite passenger today?”

      I smiled back because the man’s smile was infectious.  “I’m frustrated, actually.”

      Grenzo’s smile faded as he pushed his cleaning cart into my cabin.  “With something to do with the ship?  You know my job is make sure that you have a wonderful, restful, delightful, enjoyable, fabulous sailing all the way from Cenclare to Val Segas.  I’m supposed to ensure that you love every minute of our twenty-six-sector journey.”

      I nodded.  “It’s nothing to do with the ship.  You know I never complain about the Lady Elizabeth.”

      Grenzo nodded.  “And you’re the only one of the passengers I look after who doesn’t complain.  All day long, I hear nothing but complaints.  The mech-bots always get my order wrong.  The cabins are too small.  The water isn’t hot enough.  The food isn’t fresh enough.”  Grenzo made a different face for each complaint.

      I laughed.  “I thought the mech-bots were more or less fixed now?”

      “They’re better, or so I’m told.  It isn’t as if I’m eating in the dining room, of course.”

      “And I shouldn’t be,” I said softly.

      Grenzo shook his head.  “After all of the trauma that you went through before we even blasted off, the least the captain could do is upgrade your cabin for you.  You’re much better off here than you could be on B Deck.  From what I hear the complaints down there are even worse than the ones up here.”

      “Really?  What’s wrong on B Deck?”

      “Everything that’s wrong on A Deck, times ten, or so I’m told.  The cabins are smaller, of course, and most of them are lacking in space views.  They have simulated views, but apparently several of the screens are broken.  As I understand it, quite a few people on B Deck are suffering from space sickness.”

      “What a shame.  The medical team must be working overtime.”

      “Yes, of course.  At least they have mech-bots to do the service work down there.  I believe several of them have overloaded and stopped working due to the number of complaints they’ve received, though.”

      “My goodness, that’s awful.  Surely mech-bots should be able to handle any number of complaints.”

      “I believe they were managing until the cake vending machine ran out of cake.  People on B Deck were very upset.”

      I sighed.  “I’m very grateful I’m not on B Deck.”

      “So am I.”

      “I’d rather be there and not have found a dead body, though,” I added.

      “Yes, I can understand that, but aside from being moved up to A Deck, you also got Singer, so it wasn’t all bad.”

      I looked at the tiny cat who was trying to bat my study cube around on the desk.  The cube was almost as big as she was and barely moved each time she swatted it.

      “I do love Singer,” I said.

      “She’s lovely.  Think how lonely you’d be without her.”

      I nodded.  I hadn’t known a soul on the ship when we’d set sail and now, ten Cenclare days into our journey, I still felt as if I didn’t really know anyone else onboard.  I’d met people over meals and in the lounges, but I hadn’t really become friends with any of them.  I kept telling myself that it was for the best, because I had a lot of work to do before we reached Val Segas. 

      One of my new acquaintances had gifted me with the coding course on the study cube that Singer was currently leaping around.  If I could work my way through the entire class before we arrived at our final destination, I might have a chance persuading the person who gave it to me to give me a job.  Once we docked in Val Segas, though, I knew I’d never have a chance to see her again.

      “But what are you frustrated about?” Grenzo asked as he began to run the laser mop across my floor.

      “I’m a bit stuck on a lesson, that’s all.”

      Grenzo laughed.  “You’re always stuck on a lesson.  I come to see you every day and every day you are stuck on a lesson.  Then I see you the next day and you’ve worked through that one and are stuck on the next one.  You’ll get through this, too.  You just have to be patient and work through it.”

      “I know, but I want it to be easier.”

      “If it was easier, it wouldn’t be fun.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      Grenzo shrugged.  “I don’t know either.  I’m just a guy cleaning spaceship cabins for a living.”

      “Why?”

      “Is that a trick question?  I clean them because that’s my job.”

      I laughed. “Yes, I know it’s your job, but why is it your job?  What did you want to do with your life when you were little?”

      “I wanted to captain a spaceship.  Not a luxury transport vessel like this one, but a proper spaceship, the sort that go into battles and save planets.”

      “So how did you end up here?”

      “I joined the military right out of school.  I spent six months in training, but I kept failing all of the entrance tests for the different departments.  In the end, my only option was on the front line of the Pirate Defense Squad.”

      I frowned.  I’d heard enough about the PDS to understand why Grenzo hadn’t wanted that assignment.  “Isn’t that a six-month deployment?”

      He nodded.  “And only about a third of those deployed actually make it back alive.”

      I winced.

      “It isn’t all bad, though.  Only a third die.  The other third end up abandoning their posts and joining the pirates.  So I suppose I had a decent chance of surviving the assignment.”

      “But you didn’t go.”

      “No, I didn’t.  I know my own weaknesses too well.  I figured if I went, that I’d be too tempted to join the other side.  The income is a lot better, you know.”

      “I’ve heard the income is good, but the danger is constant.”

      “Yeah, that was the other thing.  I discovered in training that I’m not nearly as brave as I thought I was.  The first time I got shot, I curled up in a ball and cried like a baby.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      “Anyway, after six months, I gave up and went back to my home planet.  I gave up on the idea of being a ship’s captain, but I didn’t give up on the idea of going into space.  I’d traveled just enough during training to think that it was all fascinating and exciting, so when I got home, I started applying for jobs on spaceships across the galaxy.”

      “And here you are.”

      Grenzo laughed.  “It wasn’t quite that straightforward.”

      “Oh?”

      “At first, no one would hire me.  I’d left the military with a ‘Could Not Place’ discharge, which made many people think I was a complete failure.”

      “I’m sure you weren’t the first person to get that sort of discharge.”

      “No, it was actually fairly common in those days.  Armies were being discharged as traditional warfare was being replaced by simulation strategy games.  Planets that once had vast armies now relied on only a handful of men and women for the simulations.  Military recruiters were still recruiting thousands of people, most of whom were completely unnecessary under the new system.  My class had four hundred and six recruits and over three hundred of us were discharged as ‘Could Not Place.’  Of course, that didn’t matter to the people who didn’t want to hire me back on my home planet.”

      “So what did you do?”

      “I got myself a job at an InmonCorp hotel.  It was just sweeping floors and keeping the mech-bots charged, but it was a start.  I worked there for five years, space time.  Then I moved to one of their interplanetary flight companies as passenger crew.  I served drinks and coaxed anxious travelers through takeoffs and landings for four years until I was able to get myself into a training class for navigators.”

      “That sounds interesting.”

      “It sounds a lot more interesting than it is.”  He put the mop away and grabbed a cleaning sheet from his cart.  As he began to run it over every surface in the cabin, he continued.  “By the time I finished the training, I knew I didn’t want to be a navigator.  I learned how to do all the computations and programing, but I found it incredibly boring.  I really missed working with people.”

      “So what did you do next?”

      “I went back to InmonCorp and asked for my old job back.  They said no.”

      “What?  Why would they do that?”

      He shrugged.  “They said I was overqualified now that I’d done navigator training.  So I found myself a job with Turlanex, working on short-haul space flights.  They ran those routes with the smallest ships possible, which means they only had room for a pilot and a navigator.  The navigator had to do double-duty as passenger crew for the journey.  It was the perfect job for me, really, because it paid navigator’s wages, but most of the job was serving drinks and meals.  I would have done that forever if I could have.”

      “But then Turlanex went out of business.”

      Grenzo sighed.  “They did.  As the short-haul space travel market grew bigger and bigger, they found it increasingly difficult to stay competitive.  They were always the cheapest, but they also offered the fewest amenities.  When InmonCorp decided to start offering short-haul flights on mega-ships with room for things like bowling alleys and video theaters, Turlanex couldn’t compete.”

      “I still don’t know how you ended up here.”

      “I spent seven years at Turlanex before they went out of business.  SouthEtec bought all of the routes and offered us all jobs, but I had to choose between navigation or passenger crew.  I took a cut in pay to go back to working with passengers.  I did that for a few years and then SouthEtec started moving into long-haul space journeys.  I was on the first Plutarza to Astorna Zeblitz trip.”

      I frowned.  “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged.  “I don’t know what you’ve heard about it, but it was never as bad as the news stories made it out to be.”

      “I heard that three-quarters of the passengers got space sickness.”

      “It was never more than sixty percent at any time.”

      I raised an eyebrow.  “That’s still pretty bad.  I also heard that food supplies ran low, that the heating system broke down, and that when you finally arrived in Astorna Zeblitz there was less than a gallon of water left on the entire ship.”

      “Food supplies did run low, but we had enough to get where we were going.  The heating system was unreliable for the entire journey, but it never completely broke down.  As for the water supply, it was inadequate for our needs, but we had at least one fifty-gallon tank of water left when we finally reached our destination.”

      “It sounds as if it was still pretty awful.”

      “It was very awful.  The ship had been designed for short-haul flights and then inadequately modified for longer journeys.  None of the crew had ever been in space for more than a single sector and our journey took four, nearly five sectors.  In general, the passengers coped better than the crew, even though very few of them had ever done any long-haul space flights before, either.”

      “I’m surprised you ever flew again.”

      “I didn’t, for a long time.  SouthEtec gave every crew member a payout to allow us to retire from space travel.  Over half of the crew are still on Astorna Zeblitz because they don’t want to ever have to travel through space again, not even to go back to their home planets.”

      “But here you are, on an even longer long-haul spaceship.”

      “I stayed on Astorna Zeblitz for several years, but eventually I decided to return to the stars.  I started taking short-haul flights back toward my home planet, but flying as a passenger, even short-haul, is boring.  I missed working, I guess, so I applied for another job with InmonCorp.  Cleaning crew seemed a good way to get to travel across the galaxy without having to interact with too many passengers.  I don’t usually clean rooms when passengers are in them.  You’re my one exception.”

      I laughed.  “I could leave every day and let you just get on with your job.”

      “But I’d miss you.  Besides, you have to be here to keep your wild animal under control while I’m working.”

      I looked over at Singer who nibbling on the end of the stylus that I’d left on the table.  She looked up at me and then dropped it, blinking her eyes and trying to look innocent.

      “You’d be more likely to step on her than get attacked by her,” I said with a laugh as I rescued the stylus.

      “You know I’m always very careful when I’m in here on my own.”

      “I know, and I appreciate it.”  I picked up Singer and patted her head. “We appreciate it.” 

      “That’s why you’re my second favorite passengers,” Grenzo said.

      I frowned.  “You said that earlier, too.  Why are we only your second favorites?  We try to keep things neat and tidy for you.”

      “You do a wonderful job at that.  You and Singer are really my favorite passengers.  I was just teasing, because no matter how clean and tidy you keep things, you’re still more work than your neighbors across the corridor.”

      I thought for a minute.  “You mean the ones with the privacy screen?”

      He nodded.  “They’ve had that screen in place since we left Cenclare.  I haven’t had to clean their room once.”

      “They’ve been in and out, though, right?” I asked, suddenly worried about people I’d never met.

      “I have no idea.  I don’t have access to the door logs.”

      “Do you have access to the food delivery records?  Are they having their meals delivered every day?”

      “I don’t know that, either.  They’ve never left trays outside the room, at least not during my shift.”

      “How very odd.”

      He shrugged.  “I did wonder if they were Brotars.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.”  Brotars had incredibly complex rituals that they completed every time they ate anything.  They also had strict rules about how food was to be prepared and served. 

      “The chefs are perfectly capable of handling the needs of Brotars,” Grenzo said.  “But I believe most of them prefer to dine on their own foods in their own cabins when they travel.”

      “Surely they’ll run out of food eventually.”

      “They can restock on our planetary excursions.  We’re only a sector and a bit away from the first of those.”

      “And I believe they eat a lot of dried and packaged foodstuffs.”

      “They do.  I dated a Brotar once.  She was a cheap dinner date, because she always brought her own little bars and squares everywhere we went, but the complicated opening and serving rituals were exhausting to watch.  They spend at least six hours every day on food-related rituals, which is about three hours and fifty-five minutes too many for me.”

      “It is a lot.  I worked with a Brotar once.  I used to get messages from her late at night because her workday had to be divided into sessions around her dining rituals.  We’d all work out eight or nine hours with a lunch break and then be home by six.  She needed nearly three hours for lunch, and then she’d work more before another long dinner break.  It all made for a very long day for her.”

      “The only meal that’s quick for them is breakfast.”

      “I never understood that.  We talked about it once and she tried to explain why lunch and dinner had these long drawn-out sequences of events, but breakfast was all about shoveling something into your face as quickly as possible, but I didn’t really understand her explanations.”

      “My former girlfriend said that breakfast was for nourishing the body, which meant eating quickly to satisfy base needs after hours of sleep.  The other meals were for nourishing both the body and the soul, which is why they needed their rituals.”

      “I suppose that makes sense, but I’m still glad I’m not from Brotar.”

      “Me, too.  Anyway, after tomorrow, I expect you to be my favorite passenger.”

      “What’s happening tomorrow?”

      “We change sectors.”

      “I know.  Are you getting assigned different cabins, then?”

      “No, not at all, but under official intergalactic sailing regulations, tomorrow I have to disturb your neighbors across the hall.”

      “You do?”

      He nodded.  “We have to do a visual inspection of every cabin on the ship at least once per sector.  Because every room was inspected before boarding, we didn’t have to bother anyone while we were in Alpha Sector, but at midnight tonight, Cenclare time, we’ll move into Beta Sector.  Any cabin that hasn’t been inspected since we left Cenclare has to be inspected tomorrow.”

      “So, even though they have their privacy screen in place, you have to knock on their door.”

      “Not just that, but if they don’t answer, I have to enter their room.”  Grenzo sighed.  “It’s for everyone’s safety, of course.”

      I nodded.  “We don’t want anything like what happened on the King Henry to happen here.”

      “That could have been so much worse than it was.  A lot of new rules were put into place after that voyage.”

      “I can’t imagine why anyone thought sneaking a snarlion onto a long-haul spaceship was a good idea.”

      “To be fair, when they blasted off, he was only a baby.”

      “But a baby cutting teeth.”

      “Yeah, and they should have realized that once he’d started chewing on the cabin walls, that he’d end up chewing right through them.”

      “It’s a miracle the ship didn’t blow up when he broke through the wall.”

      “It’s a miracle he didn’t get sucked out into space through the hole, too.  Fortunately, the passengers in the cabin realized what had happened and quickly called for help rather than trying to fix the damage themselves to keep their pet hidden.”

      I shuddered.  “I do keep a close eye on Singer.”

      Grenzo laughed.  “I can’t imagine her little teeth managing to get through the walls of the ship, but even if she managed a small hole, there are extra layers between the cabin walls and the ship’s exterior.  As I said, a lot of new rules were put into place after the King Henry incident.”

      “Including one that means you’re going to have to annoy my neighbors tomorrow.”

      “Yeah,” Grenzo said glumly as he grabbed his bathroom cleaning pack.  “And I suspect they aren’t going to be happy about it.”

      He dropped the cleaning pack on the bathroom floor and then stepped back and shut the door.  A minute later, the buzzer informed us that the cleaning was complete.

      “Do you need anything else today?” he asked as he gathered up his things.

      “I think we’re good.  I’m going to try this problem one more time and then, whether I solve it or not, Singer and I are going to take a walk around the deck.  We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “I’ll look forward to it,” Grenzo said as he bowed on his way out of the room.

      “So will I,” I said as the door shut behind him.
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      I’m Holly Parker, and on my fiftieth birthday I decided that it was about time I stopped adding things to my bucket list and started trying to cross a few items off instead.  Visiting all fifty states was at the top of the list.  I just had to find a cheap flight to somewhere interesting.

      

      A low-cost, direct flight to Las Vegas was exactly what I needed.  I didn’t waste my time overthinking it.  I just booked the flight and packed my bags.  After chatting with the couple in the seats next to mine on the flight, I was happy to arrive in Vegas and just go straight to bed.

      

      My body clock, not yet reset to Vegas time, had me awake and eager to explore very early the next morning.  I’d barely finished my breakfast, though, before I stumbled over a dead body.  What are the odds that the victim would turn out to be the man I’d sat next to on my flight?  Why is his former fiancée suddenly trying to be my best friend?  And how do I convince the local police that I had nothing to do with his murder?
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