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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 to make sure 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 hear. 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 keep working.”

      “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 goes into battles and saves 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, I’d be too tempted to join the other side. The money is a lot better, you know.”

      “I’ve heard the money 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’d finished the training, I knew I didn’t want to be a navigator. I learned how to do all the computations and programming, 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 was 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 in place?”

      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 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 extended 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, while 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 basic 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’re changing 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’re required to complete 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, 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.

    

  







            TWO

          

          

      

    

    






BETA SECTOR – DAY ONE

        

      

    

    
      “Beep, beep, bleep, blurp, blaap, BEEP, BLEEP, BOING, BUZZZZZZZzzzzzzzz…”

      I sat up and looked at the smart cube on my bedside table. “Alarm off,” I said loudly.

      “zzzzz…bleeeeeeeeeeee….” The noise finally trailed off.

      “I don’t think my smart cube is working properly,” I told Singer.

      She opened one eye and then closed it again, snuggling into her cat bed, clearly not concerned about my cube.

      “Sure, it’s okay for you. I feed you no matter what, but I’m supposed to be at breakfast at a set time every morning. If I miss breakfast, I can’t eat again until lunch.” As I was muttering to myself, I climbed out of bed and headed for the shower. As I undressed, I caught sight of myself in the mirror. “Of course, I’ve gained five pounds in the past ten days, so maybe missing breakfast wouldn’t be such a bad thing,” I added, frowning at my waistline. Dessert twice a day was a dangerous treat.

      Ten minutes later I was dressed and more or less ready for the day. As I headed for the door, my smart cube chimed at me.

      “You have one new notification,” it said.

      “Notification,” I replied.

      “You have one new notification.”

      “Yes, what is my new notification?”

      “You have one new notification.”

      I counted to ten before I spoke again. “Notification, please,” I said, speaking slowly and carefully.

      “Notification from Captain Michael Ryder and the crew of the  Lady Elizabeth: Welcome to Beta Sector. We’ve now transitioned into the second sector of our long-distance space journey. We hope that everyone enjoys our travels through Beta Sector. Don’t forget that it won’t be long now before we arrive in Chaos Sector. Our trip through Chaos Sector will include a planetary excursion to the wonderful planet of Odontotyrannos. If you haven’t already signed up for one of our planetary tours, make sure that you sign up soon. Spaces are going quickly, and we know that you don’t want to miss out on your chance to spend some time on Odontotyrannos.”

      I frowned at the cube. “Remind me to sign up for a tour when I get back from breakfast,” I told the device.

      “Sign up for a tour when you get back from breakfast,” it replied.

      I thought about arguing but decided against it. Instead, I found the promotional cube that had all of the information about the various tours for all of the planets that we would be visiting and put that cube on the table by the door. That should be enough to remind me, I thought as I pushed the button to open my door.

      “Welcome to Beta Sector,” Grenzo said cheerfully as I stepped into the corridor.

      “Thanks. It looks exactly like Alpha Sector.”

      Grenzo laughed. “I was awake when we crossed the line between sectors. Even though I knew nothing would change, I felt a bit disappointed when nothing did.”

      “One thing is different. Today you have to knock on that door.” I nodded at the door behind Grenzo.

      He made a face. “I thought I’d start here and get it out of the way first thing. It’s after nine, so I have every right to knock. If they don’t reply, I’m also perfectly within my rights to open their door and go inside.”

      “Good luck.”

      “Would you mind terribly waiting there for one minute? If anyone starts shouting at me, you can push the emergency button for me.”

      I glanced at the button on the wall next to me. They were dotted along the corridor on alternate sides at set distances. Pushing one was supposed to bring someone from the security team within seconds. After what had happened in Alpha Sector, I had very little confidence that the ship even had a security team, but I didn’t want to say that to Grenzo.

      “I’ll wait,” was what I said.

      He smiled nervously at me and then tapped the button to lift the privacy screen. It moved about halfway up the door and then seemed to get stuck. Grenzo shrugged and then knocked tentatively on the door. After thirty seconds, he knocked again, this time with more force.

      “And now I have to use my master key,” he muttered.

      “Maybe you should call security before you go in.”

      “That’s not proper procedure. It’s bad enough that I’m going to be waking them up after they’ve been undisturbed for the last sector. Imagine how they’d feel if they woke up with a security detail standing over them.”

      He knocked again and then pushed the button for the privacy screen a second time. It slid up another few inches and then stopped and slowly slid back down an inch. Sighing, he picked up a small comms device and held it against the door. I could hear the lock click several times.

      Grenzo frowned. “I don’t think the door was locked properly. My master seems to have locked and then unlocked the door.”

      I took a step closer to the security button. “Maybe…”

      The door in front of Grenzo slowly slid open. “Lights on low,” he said as he stared into the pitch-black room.

      From where I was standing, I couldn’t see much, but it was more than enough. Spinning around, I hit the security button as hard as I could. Behind me, I could hear Grenzo making incomprehensible noises. When I heard the door slide shut again, I turned back around.

      “They’re both dead,” Grenzo said, his eyes wide with shock.

      “That’s for the medical team to determine.”

      “But they are.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      We stared at each other for a moment and then he pulled me into a hug. We both started to cry as we clung to each other for several minutes. Eventually, I pulled away.

      “Where is security?” I asked. The button I’d pushed was flashing steadily to let me know that it had been activated.

      “I wish I knew.” Grenzo took a few steps away and then pushed another security button.

      I lifted my wrist and stared at my comms unit. “I don’t know who to call,” I said.

      “I do.” Grenzo picked up the comms device on his cleaning cart. He pushed a button and then spoke into it. “I need a security team and the medical team on A Deck immediately,” he said.

      “What is your emergency?” a robotic voice replied.

      “I just found two dead bodies in Cabin PC27.”

      “Processing.”

      “Don’t process. Send help.”

      “Processing.”

      Grenzo looked at me. “Maybe one of us should go and try to find someone.”

      “I can go and see if there is anyone in the medical unit.”

      “If Becca is there, she’ll be able to help. Not them,” he said, nodding toward the cabin door, “but us. She has a direct line to Captain Ryder.”

      I nodded. “I’ll be right back.”

      I walked as quickly as I could down the corridor, past the restaurant where I was missing my assigned breakfast time, toward the medical unit. The door to the unit was shut.

      “’In an emergency, please push the red button.’” I read the sign on the door and then pushed the red button next to it. Nothing happened.

      “Now what?” I muttered. I knocked loudly, but that didn’t seem to do anything, either.

      Sighing, I turned and took a few steps away, stopping when I heard a sound behind me.

      “Hello?”

      I spun back around and stared at Becca Syme, the ship’s chief medical officer. She looked as if she’d just gotten out of bed. Her hair was sticking out in every direction, and she was wearing a fluffy bathrobe and large fuzzy slippers.

      “I’m sorry I woke you,” I said.

      “It’s fine. What’s wrong?”

      “There are two dead bodies in the cabin across the corridor from mine. At least two, I should say. I could see two from the doorway, anyway.”

      Becca stared at me for what felt like a long time. “Can you say that again, please?”

      I took a deep breath. “Grenzo opened the door across the corridor from mine because they’d had their privacy screen in place for all of Alpha Sector. He had to do an inspection today because we’ve moved into a new sector. I was standing behind him when he opened the door and found two people lying on the bed. They’re both clearly dead.”

      “Did you push the emergency button in the corridor?”

      “Yes, two of them, but when no one arrived, I came here to try to find help.”

      Becca nodded. “I can help, of course. Let me – uhm – give me a minute.”

      The door slid shut. I stared at it and then began to pace up and down the corridor in short strides, counting anxiously as I went. I was on six hundred and thirty-seven when the door opened again.

      Becca emerged with her hair in a tight ponytail. She was wearing a medical lab coat, but from where I was standing, it looked as if she’d pulled it over her pajamas. At least she’d taken the time to change into a pair of sneakers.  Her expression was grim before she took a drink from the mug in her hand.

      “Let’s go,” she said, heading down the corridor at a rapid pace.

      “You know where you’re going,” I said as I rushed to catch up with her. “You don’t really need me, do you?”

      She glanced back at me and nodded. “For now, I do.”

      Sighing, I walked behind her back to where I’d left Grenzo. He was still there, alone.

      “Ah, Becca, thank goodness,” he said when we arrived. “Security still hasn’t arrived.”

      She nodded and then looked at the closed door with the privacy screen still partially in place. “In there?”

      “Yeah. Do you want to use my master?” Grenzo asked.

      Becca shook her head. “We need to follow proper procedures. I’m here now. I’ll use my master.”

      She waved her comms wrist unit at the door. It slowly slid open again. There was a long silence before Becca tapped her wrist unit to shut the door. Then she tapped it again.

      “Sorry to interrupt your morning, but we have a situation on A Deck,” she said a moment later.

      I couldn’t hear the reply.

      “Two dead bodies in Cabin PC27. Two witnesses,” she said.

      Another muffled reply.

      “Yes, sir.” Becca tapped on her comms device and then looked up and down the corridor. “Have you seen anyone else since you’ve been out here?” she asked Grenzo.

      He shook his head. “I wanted to get an early start, just in case I had to do a lot of extra cleaning in there. I had no idea what I’d find.”

      “But you weren’t expecting that,” Becca suggested.

      “No, of course not. If I’d had any idea, I would have had security meet me here.”

      “When did you last speak to the couple in that cabin?”

      “I’ve never spoken to them. The privacy screen was already in place the morning after our departure from Cenclare. When I went around to introduce myself to everyone and discuss their preferences for cabin cleaning and maintenance, I didn’t disturb them.”

      “And that screen has been in place ever since?”

      “As far as I know. It has definitely been in place every time I’ve been on the deck. Obviously, I’m not here at all hours of the day and night.”

      Becca looked over at me. “Have you ever noticed the privacy screen on this cabin?”

      “Yes, of course. I see it every time I leave my cabin. I’ve never seen it not in place,” I replied.

      “Maybe it was space sickness,” Grenzo said.

      Becca frowned at him. “I’d rather that idea not get around.”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry. I think I’m just in shock.”

      “Once things are under control here, I’ll give you something to help with that,” Becca said.

      “I’d rather not, actually.”

      “Suit yourself.” She looked at me. “You’re welcome to something as well, either for now or to help you sleep over the next few nights.”

      “I don’t think I want any help sleeping, not if people were murdered in the cabin across from mine,” I said, working hard to keep my voice steady.

      “No one has said anything about murder,” Becca said. “I have a feeling I know what happened here, but I can’t verify my suspicions until a security detail arrives to take the necessary images and collect evidence.”

      “What do you think happened?” Grenzo asked.

      Becca shook her head. “I’m not going to offer any speculation at this point. Obviously, we’ll make ship-wide announcements as the investigation takes place.”

      I bit my tongue. The official announcements that had followed the death of a passenger in Alpha Sector had been few and far between. They’d also left out a lot of information that I knew because I’d also found that body. I’d really hoped that had been a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

      “What is taking security so long? I thought they were supposed to respond to those buttons within ninety seconds,” Grenzo said.

      Becca shrugged. “We’ll need to have someone take a look at the system. The most obvious answer is that the buttons aren’t triggering the alarm in the security offices.”

      “Who is head of security?” I asked.

      Becca glanced at me. “After the incident in Alpha Sector, Captain Ryder requested additional security team members. They’ll be joining the ship when we arrive on Odontotyrannos. Until that time, I believe Mr. Inmon is still acting as head of security.”

      “Shawn Inmon? The owner’s son?” Grenzo asked. “I knew he was on board, but I didn’t realize he was head of security.”

      “Yes, that Shawn Inmon,” Becca confirmed. “I don’t think there are any other Shawn Inmons in the galaxy. I believe the Inmon family is the only family anywhere with that last name.”

      “I didn’t realize it was that unusual,” I said.

      “It wasn’t, some years ago,” Grenzo said. “I trained with a guy named Jake Inmon. I guess they were distant cousins or something, but not close enough to be considered part of the inner Inmon circle. When he was about halfway through his training, he came in one day and told us all that his last name had changed. Apparently, InmonCorp offered the family money to change their names.”

      “And they took it?” I asked. “I’m not sure I would.”

      Grenzo shrugged. “My buddy wasn’t really happy about it, but he said that some subtle pressure had been applied to get the family to accept.”

      “What does ‘subtle pressure’ mean?” Becca asked.

      “Who knows? InmonCorp owns half the galaxy, though. If they wanted to make someone’s life miserable, they could do so pretty easily.”

      Becca nodded. “But they were paid for their trouble.”

      “Oh, yeah. They were paid, just not very much,” Grenzo said.

      “So Shawn is still in charge of security,” I said. “Has he ever investigated a murder?”

      “Actually, he did that just last sector,” Becca replied.

      I swallowed a sigh. As far as I knew, Shawn had done nothing after Allen Royce’s murder. The case was solved only because Jonathan Brazee, a retired military colonel, had conducted his own investigation. We’d stumbled over the body together, and he’d dragged me along during the investigation as well. I hadn’t seen him since, though, and now I wondered if he’d be as interested in investigating these deaths as he had been in the first one.

      I heard a door open somewhere. We all turned and watched as a couple emerged from a cabin farther down the corridor. As they walked past us, the man gave me a curious smile.

      “Good morning,” he said.

      “Good morning,” I replied.

      “I hope nothing is wrong.” He glanced from me to Becca to the blinking security light on the wall.

      “We have things under control, thanks,” Becca said. “Enjoy your breakfast.”

      “Thank you.” The couple continued on their way to the restaurant. As they disappeared from view, Becca tapped on her comms device again. A few moments later, one of the elevators stopped on A Deck. The doors slid open, and two men walked out.

      “Good morning,” Shawn Inmon said loudly. His brown hair was wet, presumably from a recent shower. He was wearing grey pants and a bright green shirt that made my eyes hurt when I looked at it. His smile seemed inappropriate for the circumstances.

      The man with him looked suitably grim, but I’d never seen Jerry Weible smile. His hair, eyes, and expression were all dark as he followed Shawn down the corridor.

      “Good morning,” Becca said.

      “What do we have?” Jerry demanded.

      “Two people in the bed, both deceased,” Becca replied. “I didn’t enter the room, but from what I saw, they’ve been dead for at least a few days. We’re lucky their air filtration system seems to be working perfectly, otherwise the smell would be quite horrible.”

      “And there isn’t anyone else in the cabin?” Jerry asked.

      “I didn’t go inside to check.” Becca said.

      “So there could be someone else in there. It’s even possible that the person who killed the two on the bed is still in there,” Shawn said excitedly. “I don’t think it’s safe to go inside that room.”

      Jerry opened his mouth and then shut it again. After a short pause, he gave Shawn a tight smile. “I suggest you wait here. I’ll go into the room and determine exactly what we have before you attempt entry.”

      Shawn nodded. “I guess that will work. Just be careful, okay? You’re the best assistant I’ve ever had. I don’t want to lose you.”

      Jerry nodded. “I’m always careful,” he said, pulling out a small laser pistol.

      “You aren’t supposed to have laser weapons on board,” Grenzo said.

      Jerry glanced at him and then slowly shook his head. “Open the door,” he said to Becca.

      She waved her arm at the security panel and the door slid open.

      “Lights on full,” Jerry barked.

      I shut my eyes and then slowly turned away. Grenzo and Becca were both staring into the room, but I didn’t want to see anything more.

      “Oh, hey, it’s you,” Shawn said as he looked over at me. “I didn’t know you were here. I’ve forgotten your name, but you found the dead body last time, too, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. “I’m Diana Dunn.”

      “Are you sure? I thought your name was Ellen. If you’re Diana, who is Ellen?”

      “Maybe you’re remembering the name of the dead man,” I said. “He was Allen Royce.”

      Shawn shrugged. “I’ve never been very good with names.”

      As Jerry walked back out of the cabin, I looked over at him.

      “There isn’t anyone else in the cabin,” he announced.

      “I suppose that’s good news,” Shawn said. “If the killer had still been in there, someone might have gotten hurt.”

      “We need to find out what happened to the two people on the bed,” Jerry said.

      Shawn looked into the cabin. “They’ve been there for a while, haven’t they? I wonder what happened.”

      “You’re head of security. It’s your job to figure that out,” I blurted out in frustration.

      Shawn looked at me and then looked at Jerry. “Ellen is right. It is my job, isn’t it?”

      “I suggest we ask Captain Ryder to appoint someone from the security team to complete the investigation,” Jerry said. “You’re supposed to be on the  Lady Elizabeth to rest before we arrive in Val Segas.”

      Shawn shook his head. “I’m supposed to do whatever I can to make myself useful. I can investigate what happened here. I solved the last murder, didn’t I?”

      “You certainly helped with that investigation,” Jerry said, clearly choosing his words carefully. “But this is a rather different matter.”

      “I can do it,” Shawn insisted. “You can help, but it’s my case. I’ll handle it.”

      “If you insist, then you’d better take a closer look at the bodies,” Jerry told him.

      Shawn nodded. “I can do that.” He looked around. “Becca, we’re probably going to need you, too.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied.

      He looked at Grenzo. “Who are you?”

      “Grenzo Heleks, passenger satisfaction crew. I was supposed to inspect this cabin today.”

      “You should probably get back to work, then. You probably have a lot of cabins to clean,” Shawn said.

      Grenzo hesitated and then nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll get back to work, then.”

      I frowned as he quickly walked away with his cleaning trolley. When I looked back at Shawn, he was staring at me.

      “How did you happen to be here when the bodies were found?” he asked.

      “I was on my way to breakfast. I stopped to chat with Grenzo for a moment while he was getting ready to knock on that door,” I explained.

      “You haven’t had breakfast?” Shawn asked.

      I shook my head. “Not yet, but I will have missed my assigned time now.”

      “Nonsense. You go and get breakfast. If anyone gives you any trouble about the time, you tell them to come and talk to me,” Shawn said.

      I nodded. “Thank you. You know where to find me if you have any questions for me later.”

      “We do,” Jerry said icily.

      I shivered and then turned and nearly ran down the corridor away from them. It wasn’t until I was safely behind the restaurant door that I slowly took a deep breath. As I exhaled, a single tear slid down my cheek.
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      “You’re late for your assigned breakfast time,” the woman behind the desk snapped at me as I scanned my comms device on the panel next to her.

      “Yes, I was held up by – um – that is – I was unavoidably delayed.”

      She frowned and then shrugged. “Go ahead,” she said, pushing the button to open the door into the dining room. “Try harder to be more punctual next time, though.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      “Table nine,” she called after me as I walked into the next room.

      A mech-bot raced toward me as I took a few steps.

      “Table nine, table nine,” he said. “This way.”

      The woman who was already sitting at table nine smiled at me as I approached. She had short blonde hair and blue eyes. I thought she looked around forty, but with all of the options to try to make oneself look younger that are available these days, it’s impossible to be sure about such things.

      “Good morning,” she said as I sat down across from her.

      “Good morning,” I replied.

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

      I tapped on the table and glanced at the menu. “Healthy Flakes, a fruit bowl, and coffee,” I said.

      “Goodness, that’s a healthy breakfast,” my table companion said.

      I shrugged. “I need to take better care of myself. I’ve been eating far too many desserts and other indulgent things since I’ve been on board.”

      She nodded. “Me too, but then I spend an hour each day in the exercise suite, sweating it all away.”

      “Maybe I should try that.”

      “I’m Karen Sue Walker,” she told me. “I’m forty-one in Cenclare years and I’m traveling to Val Segas to start my own business there.”

      “Hi, Karen. I’m Diana Dunn.”

      “Considering how small this ship actually is, I’m surprised we haven’t met before,” Karen said.

      I nodded. “I usually have breakfast earlier. I’m running late today.”

      “What about lunch and dinner? I thought I’d eaten with just about everyone.”

      I shrugged. “I usually have lunch at noon, or close to it, and dinner around six.”

      “I’m typically a bit later. I suppose we’ve just missed each other on every occasion. Now that I think about it, I have friends on board, and we rarely see one another unless we plan to do so. There aren’t that many people on the ship, but there are a lot of different places for people to spend their time.”

      I shrugged. “I spend a lot of my time in my cabin, actually.”

      “They’re comfortable, the cabins, better than I was expecting. But tell me a little bit about yourself.”

      I thought back to her introduction and then gave her the same basic information about me. “I’m thirty-one, and I’m traveling to Val Segas to start over somewhere new.”

      “Newly divorced? Or did a relationship just end badly?”

      I laughed. “Neither, actually. I’ve just always wanted to see Val Segas, and my job on Cenclare was pretty dead-end, so when I was let go from that, I decided to change everything.”

      Karen raised an eyebrow. “Tickets on the  Lady Elizabeth aren’t cheap, especially on A Deck.”

      “A friend bought my ticket for me,” I said, leaving out the rest of the explanation.

      “How very generous of your friend.”

      I nodded. “He knew I’d never get off Cenclare any other way.”

      Karen nodded. “And how are you finding the  Lady Elizabeth?”

      I sighed. “Boring, mostly, although I’m working on a study cube and reading my way through everything in the mystery section of the ship’s library.”

      “Oh, I love a good mystery.”

      While we waited for our food to arrive, we talked about several books that we’d both enjoyed. When the trolley finally arrived, I was starving, despite the awful way my day had started.

      “How are the Healthy Flakes?” Karen asked after we’d both taken a few bites of breakfast.

      I shrugged. “They’re okay, but I’d rather be having your pancakes and bacon.”

      Karen laughed. “Call the mech-bot back and order them. We’re allowed to eat as much as we like on this voyage. Take advantage.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll stick to this for today. It’s better for me, and it will make me appreciate tomorrow’s breakfast even more.”

      “That’s a good point, actually. I’ve had pancakes every morning since we left Cenclare. Maybe I should try something different one day so that pancakes don’t start to get boring.”

      “What sort of business are you going to be starting on Val Segas?” I asked as I tried to cut my banapple into smaller pieces.

      “I’m a trained relationship counselor. I’ve been working for CounselStar since I finished my training, doing all of my counseling over the Interweb. On Val Segas, I want to open an old-fashioned counseling center where people can meet with me in person if they prefer.”

      “That sounds interesting.”

      “I’m hoping it will be both interesting and profitable. More people get married on Val Segas than anywhere else in the universe. One of the things I want to offer is a pre-marital counseling session for people who’ve chosen Val Segas as their wedding destination.”

      “It’s supposed to be the easiest place in the universe to get married.”

      “It is,” Karen replied. “Basically, anyone can turn up and marry anyone else, up to a limit of six beings at any given time. They don’t demand proof of eligibility to wed, either, which means you can get married there even if you are already married elsewhere in the universe.”

      “It also means a large percentage of Val Segas marriages aren’t actually legal.”

      Karen laughed. “Most people who go there to get married aren’t all that bothered about the legalities of it, though. It’s legal on Val Segas, which is all that matters to them. I suspect a lot of people are quite happy that once they leave Val Segas, the marriage becomes void unless they choose to register it with their home planet’s legal authorities.”

      “So what happens in Val Segas only matters in Val Segas.”

      “I’ve read that only about a quarter of Val Segas marriages are ever registered anywhere else,” Karen said. “Those are the people I want to work with, of course, the ones who are hoping to stay together and make their marriage last.”

      “I’m told it’s hard work, marriage.”

      Karen nodded. “I only tried it once, but I couldn’t make it last.”

      I stared at her for a moment. “I’m sorry,” I said eventually.

      She laughed. “I know what you’re thinking. You’re wondering how I can counsel others when I couldn’t make my own marriage last, but actually, it was the perfect preparation. I know exactly what went wrong in my marriage. Now I want to help other people avoid making the same mistakes I made.”

      I finished my bowl of cereal and pushed it toward the center of the table. I was getting full, but I still had several pieces of fruit to eat. “I don’t want to ask any nosy questions,” I said as I picked up a tiny grapple.

      “Oh, ask away. I’m happy to talk about anything, really. You eat and I’ll tell you all about my marriage. Anson is six years younger than me, which was my first mistake.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      She shrugged. “The age difference didn’t make any difference to me, but over time, it bothered him. Of course, his fourth wife is twelve years older than he is, so maybe it didn’t bother him as much as he claimed when we were still together.”

      “His fourth wife? Which wife were you?”

      “I was his first wife. At the time I thought I’d be his first and only wife, but it turns out he’s much more optimistic than I’ll ever be.”

      “Optimistic?”

      “His marriages keep falling apart, and he keeps getting married over and over again.  Up until Dusty, his marriages kept getting shorter, too. We were married for three years, Cenclare time. His second marriage only lasted two years. His third was over after eighteen months.”

      “How long has he been married this time?”

      “Not quite three years when we left Cenclare. But I’ll be shocked if the marriage survives the journey.”

      “They’re on the  Lady Elizabeth?”

      Karen laughed. I’m sure I must have looked as shocked as I sounded.

      “They are on the  Lady Elizabeth. I bought my ticket six months ago, and then I invited the rest of the Ansonexes to join me. One of them mentioned the trip to Anson, and he got tickets for himself and his wife just a few days before we left Cenclare.”

      “Ansonexes?” I asked, feeling confused.

      “That’s what we call ourselves – Anson’s ex-wives – the Ansonexes. It sounds like one of those manufactured singing groups that were popular centuries ago, doesn’t it?”

      I nodded. “You invited your ex-husband’s other ex-wives to come with you on the  Lady Elizabeth?”

      She nodded. “It’s like an exclusive club, or so we choose to believe. We used to get together regularly, at least once a month, back on Cenclare. When I told the others that I was moving to Val Segas, they both agreed to make the journey with me. They’re both booked on the return trip, too, back to Cenclare. I’m the only one planning on staying in Val Segas.”

      “What about Anson and his fourth wife?”

      “They didn’t book round-trip tickets because they’re planning to stay on Val Segas for a while. Dusty has family there.”

      “Dusty?”

      “Anson’s fourth wife.”

      I shook my head. “I’m getting confused.”

      Karen laughed. “I’m just babbling. You don’t have to pay attention.”

      “But I’m fascinated. How long ago were you and Anson married?”

      “We got married twelve years ago last week, actually. We talked about doing something to celebrate our anniversary, but Dusty didn’t like the idea.”

      “I don’t think I blame her.”

      “No, I don’t, either. She’ll be friendlier to the Ansonexes once she joins our ranks.”

      “Maybe they’ll make it work long term.”

      Karen hesitated and then shook her head. “They won’t. Anson and I had a long conversation before we left Cenclare. He’s getting tired of Dusty. Apparently, she’s very demanding and controlling. Like I said earlier, I can’t see the marriage even lasting all the way to Val Segas.”

      “So what went wrong with your marriage?” I asked.

      “Really, it was everything and nothing. The age thing began to bother him, but I think that was just a distraction from all of our other problems. Except we didn’t really have problems. Honestly, the problem was all Anson.”

      “Wow.”

      “It sounds terrible when I put it that way, but I think the fact that he’s been married three more times strengthens my argument. Don’t get me wrong. Anson is a wonderful man. He’s kind to children and animals. He works hard, he pays his bills on time, and he doesn’t lie more than once in a lunar cycle, but he has a very short attention span, especially when it comes to women. Or maybe it’s just that he prefers variety to stability. We had a happy marriage. I thought everything was going great. We went out for a nice dinner on our third wedding anniversary and when I got home from work the next day, he’d moved out.”

      “My goodness.”

      “It was a complete shock, of course. I thought something terrible must have happened to him, but when I tracked him down, he just said that he’d decided that he’d had enough of being married. He still cared about me, but he was tired of everything being the same all the time. He wanted something different. Or rather, he wanted someone different.”

      “Was he already involved with another woman, then?”

      “Oh, no. He doesn’t cheat. It actually took him a while to find someone else. We got divorced immediately, but he didn’t start seeing anyone else for almost a year. I was dating again before he was. His next relationship only lasted a few months, but after that one ended, he met his second wife, Annie.”

      “Annie?”

      “Annie Adams. She’s the same age as Anson, and she’s got gorgeous long brown hair and bright green eyes.”

      “So, very different from you.”

      “Exactly, which is why Anson was intrigued from the very beginning. She works for one of Cenclare’s biggest investment banks, helping people decide which systems and planets are best for their own investments. I’m told she’s very good at her job.”

      “Maybe I’ll look her up if I ever have any money to invest.”

      “You’d need millions of credits to get her to help you. She doesn’t work with anything less.”

      “In that case, I won’t ever need to look her up.”

      Karen laughed. “That makes two of us. Anyway, they dated for about six months and then had a big wedding and a lengthy honeymoon. I warned Annie before the wedding that Anson was never going to stay with her forever, but she didn’t believe me. Two years later, she messaged me, and we met for coffee. Basically, he’d done the same thing to her that he’d done to me. I helped her get through the divorce, and over time we became good friends. We went to Anson’s third wedding together.”

      I sighed. “Tell me about the third wife.”

      “Her name is Bethany Pratt. She has dark hair and eyes and she’s an engineer. She works for one of the companies that build personal transport vehicles. They dated for almost a year before she agreed to marry him. She didn’t trust him because of his poor track record, but he managed to convince her that he’d changed. Annie and I both told her not to believe him, but she was in love.”

      “And that marriage only lasted eighteen months?”

      “More or less. Bethany turned up at my apartment with a suitcase one day. She’d gotten out because she could tell that Anson was about to go, and she didn’t want to be the one to come home to an empty apartment.”

      “Good for her?” I made the statement a question.

      Karen shrugged. “It was better for her than what Annie and I went through, but only slightly. Again, I helped her through the divorce. By the time she started feeling better, we were calling ourselves the Ansonexes.”

      “It sounds as if you’ve been a good friend to both of them. And now you may have to do it all again.”

      Karen shook her head. “I wouldn’t help Dusty cross a deserted road on a sunny day. I’m definitely not helping her through the inevitable divorce when it comes.”

      I frowned. “I take it you don’t like Dusty.”

      “I tried. Anson was single for a while after he and Bethany split up. We used to laugh about it at our Ansonexes meetings. We used to say that if he stayed single for much longer, one of us would have to go back with him. Then he met Dusty.”

      “Tell me about her.”

      “She’s older than Anson. I think she’s forty-seven or forty-eight. She’s also unbelievably wealthy, but no one seems to know where her money comes from. I asked Anson, when they first started dating, and he just laughed and said it didn’t really matter.”

      “Oh?”

      She shrugged. “I suspect she’s been married before, but I can’t find out anything about the woman at all. I’ve tried all the standard searches, but she keeps everything in her life completely hidden. She doesn’t have a single presence on the Interweb anywhere.”

      “And that doesn’t bother Anson?”

      “I guess when you’re given fifty million credits as a wedding present from your new wife, you don’t worry about where the money came from.”

      “You sound angry.”

      “Anson and I used to talk at least once a week. He used to tell me about the women in his life, and I’d tell him about the men in mine. I also used to keep him informed as to what Annie and Bethany were doing. He still cares about all of us, or he did before he met Dusty, anyway. Once they met, the weekly conversations stopped. Dusty doesn’t approve of him having female friends.”

      “That’s terrible. I’m surprised Anson puts up with it.”

      “He puts up with it less and less every day. That’s one of the reasons why I know their marriage is in trouble. Like I said, when he found out that the Ansonexes were all sailing on the  Lady Elizabeth, he bought tickets for himself and Dusty. It was Bethany who told him that we were going. I hadn’t spoken to him in months at that point.”

      “But you said you talked to him before you left Cenclare.”

      “Yeah, he messaged me just a few days before we left. We got caught up and talked about the voyage. He basically said that he missed me and that once we were on the  Lady Elizabeth, he wanted to spend time with me and with Annie and Bethany, too. Then we actually got on board and he and Dusty shut themselves up in their cabin.”

      I froze. “They did?”

      Karen nodded. “I know Dusty is behind it all, even though she isn’t supposed to know that we’re all here. Anson didn’t tell her because he knew it would upset her.”

      “If Dusty has that much money, they must be staying in one of the suites,” I said, mostly to reassure myself.

      “Oh, no. By the time Anson got the tickets, the suites were all taken. They had to settle for an ordinary cabin. Anson hadn’t told Dusty that yet, either, when I spoke to him.”

      I nodded. “So you haven’t seen him since you’ve been on the ship?”

      “Not once. I haven’t had the nerve to message him, but Bethany and Annie and I are making plans.”

      “That sounds ominous.”

      Karen laughed. “We just want to spend some time with Anson. In spite of everything he put all of us through, we all still care about him. Like I said earlier, he’s a good guy, really, and we can’t help but feel as if he’s miserably unhappy with Dusty.”

      “Maybe they really love each other.”

      “Maybe, or maybe he really loves her money and she’s using it to keep him exactly where she wants him.”

      “What are you planning?”

      “We figure they’ll have to come out once we get to Chaos Sector. Dusty isn’t going to want to miss a chance to visit Odontotyrannos. It’s just one enormous planet-sized shopping mall, after all.”

      I frowned. “I thought there were other things to do besides shop.”

      “There are other things to do. You can fly mini-carts or race your friends around obstacle courses or chase them around playing zappy tag. There’s a large theme park in one section, themed entirely around shopping, of course. There is also a small artificial lake if you want to do some swimming.”

      “Shopping is sounding better and better.”

      Karen nodded. “And shopping is Dusty’s favorite pastime.”

      “So you know she and Anson will have to come out of their cabin for that.”

      “Exactly. The first excursion leaves the  Lady Elizabeth early in the morning on day two in Chaos Sector. Annie, Bethany, and I plan to be waiting outside Anson’s cabin by eight-thirty that morning. One way or another, we’re going to talk to Anson.”

      “How did you find out his cabin number?”

      “Oh, he messaged all of us as soon as they boarded. He said that they were going to get settled in and then he’d be in touch.”

      Karen tapped on her wrist unit and scrolled through a few screens. “Here we are. ‘Be in touch soon – need to get settled in to PC27 first.’”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      I swallowed hard and then shoved a huge piece of pearch into my mouth while I tried to think. I was still chewing slowly when two women rushed into the restaurant.

      “Karen?” one of them called.

      The woman across the table from me waved at them. “Oh, Annie and Bethany are here,” she said. “They usually have breakfast early.”

      I nodded as I washed my mouthful down with a sip of coffee. As I put my cup down, the other two women reached our table.

      “Karen, do you have any idea what’s going on?” the dark-haired woman demanded.

      “I’m having breakfast. That’s all I know,” Karen replied with a small laugh.  When the other two women just stared at her, she frowned. “Is something wrong?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” the brunette said. “There’s all sorts of commotion outside of Anson’s room.”

      “Commotion?” Karen echoed.

      “There are, like, four people just standing in the corridor in front of the room with grim expressions on their faces,” the first woman told her.

      “Maybe Dusty is being extra demanding today,” Karen said.

      “To be honest, I’m surprised she hasn’t been extra demanding up to this point,” the brunette said. “I mean, I thought everyone on the ship would be talking about how difficult she is by the time we reached Beta Sector.”

      “I don’t think she and Anson have left their cabin very often,” Karen said. “They’ve had their privacy screen in place every time I’ve walked past it. I assume they’re getting all their meals delivered so that Dusty doesn’t have to spend any time with all the little people who are so far below her in social status.”

      The other two women both laughed.

      “But we were just talking about you,” Karen said, nodding toward me. “I was just telling my new friend, er, Diana, all about you and Anson and the Ansonexes.”

      The dark-haired woman made a face. “I hope you don’t think that we’re proud of being ex-wives. I know we all went into our marriages believing that we were going to spend the rest of our lives with Anson.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      “It was Diana, wasn’t it?” Karen asked.

      I nodded. “Diana Dunn.”

      Karen grinned. “I shouldn’t have to introduce my friends. I described them to you earlier.”

      “So this must be Annie,” I said, smiling at the brunette who nodded at me. “And this must be Bethany.” The woman with dark hair shrugged.

      “Don’t believe everything Karen told you about us,” she said.

      Karen laughed loudly. “I didn’t tell her much, really. I never should have told her that I was a marriage counselor. That was where it all went wrong.”

      “Because then you told her that you’re divorced,” Annie guessed. “And then you felt as if you had to explain why your marriage failed, even though it’s your job to help people stay together.”

      “Exactly,” Karen replied.

      “But the only way that works is if both people in the marriage want to stay together,” Bethany said.

      “Or all three or four or whatever,” Karen added.

      Bethany shrugged. “However many people are involved, the relationship only works if they all want to stay involved. No amount of counseling was ever going to get Anson to stay in any of his marriages.”

      “Maybe Dusty just figured that out and tried to kill Anson,” Annie said.

      “If she’s decided she wants Anson dead, she’ll have had him eliminated quickly and efficiently,” Karen countered. “He’ll probably just disappear while we’re on Odontotyrannos or something.”

      “So what’s happened in their cabin?” Annie asked.

      Karen shrugged. “Maybe Dusty saw a bug or something. If they’ve been eating all their meals in the cabin, it’s probably a mess. I feel sorry for whoever has to clean that cabin every day.”

      I bit my tongue. Karen and the others didn’t need to know that no one had been cleaning the cabin any more than they needed to know that Anson and Dusty were dead. It was even possible that someone else had died in the cabin across from mine and that Anson and Dusty were both perfectly fine. Maybe Dusty had bribed someone from one of the suites to swap cabins with them or something. I was still lost in thought when Shawn Inmon walked into the restaurant. Jerry was right behind him, scowling.

      They both looked around the room, and I was sure that Jerry frowned at me before his eyes focused on the women around me. He said something to Shawn and then they both crossed the room toward us.

      “Isn’t that Shawn Inmon?” Annie asked with a nervous giggle as Shawn stopped to check something on his datapad.

      “It is,” Karen agreed. “And if he’s interested, I might reconsider my decision to never marry again.”

      “I can’t see you marrying someone for their money,” Bethany said.

      Karen shrugged. “He’s kind of cute. If he’s at all intelligent, I could make myself fall in love with him.”

      “Ah, good morning,” Shawn said a moment later when he and Jerry reached the table.

      “Good morning,” Karen replied.

      He looked at his datapad and then at her. “Karen Sue Walker?”

      She nodded. “Have you been looking for me for your entire life?” she asked in a sexy voice.

      Shawn looked confused and then shook his head. “I’ve been looking for you for ten minutes, or maybe even less, since the computer knew where you were.”

      Karen sighed. “I’m never getting married again.”

      Shawn frowned. “Okay?” he said questioningly.

      Jerry cleared his throat. “I believe you are Bethany Pratt and Annie Adams,” he said, nodding at each woman in turn.

      “Yes,” they said together.

      “If Ms. Walker is finished with her breakfast, we’d like to speak to all three of you for a few minutes,” Jerry said.

      “Has something happened to Anson?” Karen demanded as she got to her feet. “If that bitch, Dusty, has accused him of anything, don’t believe her.”

      “That’s an interesting reaction,” Jerry said. “What makes you think that something might have happened to Mr. Roberts?”

      “We saw people outside his cabin earlier,” Bethany explained. “Annie and I actually came here to find Karen to see if she knew if something had happened to Anson or Dusty.”

      Jerry looked at her for a minute and then shrugged. “Let’s move this conversation elsewhere,” he suggested, looking around the mostly empty room.

      “It would be like Dusty to accuse Anson of something,” Karen said as she grabbed her handbag off the back of her chair. “She’ll do everything in her power to make sure that he doesn’t get a penny from her when they split.”

      “That’s not going to be a problem,” Shawn muttered.

      Jerry shook his head at Shawn, who sighed.

      “And Ellen, what are you doing here?” he asked me.

      “I thought you said your name was Diana,” Karen said.

      “Yes, Sha, er, Mr. Inmon has me confused with someone else,” I explained.

      “Are you sure?” Shawn demanded.

      Jerry frowned. “Let’s allow Diana to finish her breakfast. We have other things to do,” he said.

      Shawn nodded slowly. “Yeah, right, like figure out what happened to, er, um, yeah.”

      Jerry took Shawn’s arm and led him out of the room. Anson Roberts’s three ex-wives followed them. I watched them all exit and then sat back in my seat and sighed.

      “What a mess,” I muttered as I pushed my bowl away. “But it’s not my problem,” I told myself as I got to my feet. “I’m just going to keep my head down and focus on my studies.”

      When I turned down the corridor to get back to my cabin, I was surprised to see four men in black shirts and trousers standing outside of the cabin opposite mine. They were all staring straight ahead, seemingly staring at the blank wall opposite them as I approached. It wasn’t until I was only a few steps away that they all turned their heads at the same time to look at me.

      “Please keep moving,” the first man in the line snapped as I slowed down a few steps away from my door.

      “This is my cabin,” I told him, nodding toward it.

      The first man looked at the second man.

      “Please keep moving,” he told me.

      “I’m going to move right into my cabin,” I replied, sliding my wrist unit across the door’s access panel.

      “Access denied,” flashed across the screen.

      “What the…” I muttered.

      “There has been a security incident in this area,” one of the men said. “All cabins are temporarily unavailable until the incident is cleared.”

      “But I need to get back into my cabin. I need to feed my cat.” Okay, I’d given Singer breakfast before I’d left that morning, so she wasn’t due to eat again for at least a few more hours, but I really wanted to get back inside my cabin and away from the nightmare outside it.

      “Cabins in this sector are unavailable at the moment,” one of the men said. “Please try again later.”

      I thought about arguing further, but whoever these guys were, I didn’t think they could help me. It seemed highly unlikely that they had the power to override the security system that was keeping me out of my cabin. The question was, who did have that power?  And how could I find him or her?

      With no clear idea of what I was going to do, I walked slowly to the end of the corridor. The ship had lounges, bars, and other entertainment areas. I’d seen very little of the ship, aside from my cabin and the restaurant. Singer and my study cube kept me busy, and I mostly preferred my own company to that of strangers. Now I had no choice but to find somewhere to spend some time while I waited for the security alert to be lifted. Without really thinking, I made my way to the upper deck.

      The room was empty. All of the floating platforms were still. I climbed onto the one nearest the door and sat back as it slowly began to lift and then move around the room. Closing my eyes, I tried to imagine myself back on Cenclare. While I didn’t exactly want to go back, I did miss Jason. I hadn’t had many friends on Cenclare, but he’d been very special to me. If things had been different, maybe...

      “There you are.” I felt the platform dip as the man who’d spoken climbed onto it.

      Pretty sure that I recognized the voice, I opened one eye and then sighed.

      “Colonel Brazee,” I said.

      The older man laughed as he sat down next to me. “You’re very formal today,” he said.

      I shrugged. “I haven’t seen you in over a week.”

      “I’ve been busy, but I’m flattered that you’ve missed me.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “No, of course not, but whatever, I’m sure I told you to call me Jonathan. I’m a retired colonel, but even when I was active military, I was never all that bothered about my title.”

      “How are you?” I asked.

      He grinned. “I’m good. How are you?”

      “Fine.”

      “Really? Even after this morning’s unfortunate incident?”

      I frowned. “I could say that I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You could, but you’d be lying.”

      “What do you know?”

      “I know that Grenzo Heleks opened the door to PC27 and found two dead bodies inside the cabin. I also know that you were standing behind him when he found them.”

      I sighed. “Does the entire ship know, then?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “Obviously, the captain is eager to keep this as quiet as possible.”

      “But two people were murdered.”

      “That isn’t what the initial reports suggest.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Did you ever meet the inhabitants of PC27?”

      “No. I don’t remember when their privacy screen went down, but it was definitely in place by the second day of the voyage. Regardless, I never even saw the people staying in that cabin.”

      “Did you ever hear any noises or voices from that cabin?”

      “No, nothing. I assume the cabins are soundproof, though.”

      Jonathan grinned. “In theory. I can hear the couple in the suite next to mine when they argue in their living room, though.”

      “Well, I never heard anything from PC27. I never saw anyone going in or out of the room. As best I can remember, their privacy screen was in place for all of Alpha Sector.”

      “So you don’t know anything about the couple who were staying in that cabin.”

      I started to nod and then sighed. “This morning I met all three of the ex-wives of the man who was staying there.”

      Jonathan stared at me for what felt like a really long time. “That’s an odd coincidence,” he said.

      “After Shawn and Jerry arrived, they told me to go and get breakfast. I was told to sit at table nine. One of Anson Roberts’s ex-wives was already there.”

      “Start at the beginning. Which wife?”

      It didn’t take me long to repeat what I could remember from my conversation with the Ansonexes.

      “Interesting,” Jonathan said when I was finished.

      “Is it? Why?”

      “Let’s just say that some of what you’ve told me doesn’t match exactly to other things that I was told.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means that things might be more complicated than I’d been led to believe.”

      “Two people are dead. That seems pretty complicated.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Shawn seems to think he has the case solved, though.”

      “Already? Did the killer drop something with a name on it or something?”

      “The initial findings suggest that one person was murdered and the other committed suicide.”

      It was my turn to stare.

      “You seem surprised,” Jonathan said after a short while.

      “I don’t know why I’m surprised, really. I didn’t know either of them. Maybe I shouldn’t be shocked.”

      “But? There’s clearly something about that solution that bothers you.”

      I nodded. “Nothing that Karen said about Anson and Dusty even so much as hinted that they were having problems on that scale. She said she didn’t think they’d still be together by the time we reached Val Segas, but that’s a long way from one of them killing the other and then themselves. I’m almost afraid to ask which one did the killing.”

      “Which do you think did it?”

      “That’s an impossible question. Karen said something about Dusty being able to make Anson disappear if she was tired of him. From what she said about the woman, I can’t see Dusty getting her hands dirty, killing anyone.”

      “So you think Anson killed her and then himself?”

      “I didn’t say that. Karen said he had a short attention span when it came to women. Like I said, she didn’t think his current marriage was going to last all the way to Val Segas, but she never said anything to suggest that he was ever violent in any way.”

      “People can just snap sometimes.”

      “I suppose so. It all just feels not quite real to me.”

      Jonathan nodded. “It’s a shame you never met either of them. Maybe that would have helped.”

      “Which one did it?” I asked again.

      “Initial evidence suggests that Anson killed Dusty and then himself.”

      “I don’t want to know, but I have to ask anyway – how did he do it?”

      “The preliminary reports suggest that they were both poisoned.”

      I sighed. “I hope she died peacefully.”

      “That’s for Becca to work out.”

      “What makes everyone so sure what happened?”

      “Several things, but I think the main thing is that they were locked inside their cabin together with the privacy screen in place when they died.”

      I frowned. “But the door wasn’t locked properly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was there when Grenzo opened the door. When he used his master to unlock it, he said it hadn’t been properly locked, that his master first locked and then unlocked the door.”

      “Really? Why didn’t – that is, who took Grenzo’s statement at the time?”

      “I don’t think anyone took his statement. Shawn told him to get back to work, and then he sent me to get breakfast.”

      Jonathan sighed and then sat back in his seat. “He’s making a mess of this, which is hardly surprising.”

      “He did manage to get four security guys to guard the door to the cabin.”

      “Those aren’t security guys. They’re just passengers from B Deck who were bored enough to volunteer to come up to A Deck for a while as a special favor to Shawn. They don’t have any idea what happened in that cabin. They were just told to stand there and glare at everyone who walked past.”

      “They’re doing a good job of it.”

      Jonathan laughed. “You shouldn’t let them bother you.”

      “They wouldn’t let me back into my cabin. Poor Singer is all alone in there. She’s probably hungry.”

      “How is Singer?”

      “She was fine when I left the cabin this morning.”

      “That’s good to hear. I hope looking after her hasn’t been too much of a burden for you.”

      “Of course not. She’s lovely and sweet, and I don’t mind the little bit of looking after that she needs.”

      “Good.” Jonathan pressed the button to bring the platform to a stop. As it reached the ground, he stood up. “And now I need to go and talk to Grenzo and Shawn and Jerry and Becca and…”

      He was still muttering to himself about the people he needed to see as he walked away.

      “It was nice seeing you again, too,” I said in a low voice as I watched him cross the room. “We should do this again some time, maybe when there aren’t any dead bodies around. Or maybe you’re only interested in talking to me when something dreadful happens. If that’s the case, then I’d rather not talk to you ever again. Nothing personal, you understand.”

      I frowned as I realized that my voice had been getting louder as I’d continued with my rant. Fortunately, once Jonathan had gone, I’d been alone in the room, so no one had heard me. Sighing, I got to my feet and jumped off the platform before it started moving again. Hoping that I’d be able to get into my cabin now, I headed back toward it. When I reached the corridor, I stopped and looked to see what I could see.

      The four men in front of PC27 were gone. I didn’t waste any time in walking briskly to my cabin. As I waved my wrist over the panel, my door slid open.

      “Merooww,” Singer said as I rushed into the room.

      I picked her up and held her close. “It’s all quite dreadful,” I said before I burst into tears.

      Singer snuggled against me until I stopped crying and got myself under control. Then I gave her a small treat before washing my face and combing my hair.

      “What should I do now?” I asked Singer when I walked back out of the en-suite bathroom.

      She looked at me and then looked at the door.

      “Service Department,” a voice shouted as someone knocked.

      A moment later, the door slid open. I stared at the green-haired woman standing in the doorway.

      “I can come back later,” she offered.

      “No, you can clean now. I don’t need much, just blast the bathroom and vacuum, really,” I said.

      “I’d prefer to do it when you aren’t here.”

      “And I’d rather you take care of everything while I am here so I can keep an eye on Singer,” I said, trying to keep from sounding argumentative.

      “Singer?”

      I nodded toward the cat, who was sitting on the floor, staring at the stranger.

      “It’s a cat,” the woman said flatly.

      “Yes, she’s a cat.”

      “I’m allergic. They’ll have to assign someone else to this cabin.”

      “But what happened to Grenzo?”

      The woman stared at me for a moment. “Who?” she asked as she took a step backward. As I opened my mouth to reply, the cabin door slid shut between us.
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      I rushed to the door and tapped the button to open it. It froze for several seconds before it slowly slid open. When I looked out into the corridor, the woman was nowhere in sight.

      “That was odd,” I said to Singer as the door shut behind me.

      She looked at me and seemed to shrug before going back to playing with her tiny mouse toy.

      I sat back down at my desk and picked up the study cube. An hour later, I’d worked through the section that had been giving me so much trouble that morning. Sighing happily, I switched off the cube and then stood up and stretched.

      “I think I need to go for a walk,” I told Singer. The tiny animal was curled up in a ball in her luxurious cat bed. She didn’t even open an eye when I spoke to her.

      I refilled her water bowl with fresh water and put her lunch out before I left the cabin. It had taken me a while to become comfortable with the idea of simply walking around the ship’s corridors, but I very much preferred to do that rather than go to the ship’s large gym to use their various exercise machines. Most days, I walked at least ten laps of A Deck, usually doing three or four after each meal. I’d missed walking after breakfast today, though, so now I set off at a brisk pace, determined to get those laps in before lunch.

      As far as I knew, nearly all of the cabins on A Deck were occupied, but I very rarely saw anyone during my walks. Occasionally, especially when it was close to mealtimes, I might encounter another guest or two, and I sometimes bumped into various members of the crew, especially the cleaning team, but even that didn’t happen very often.

      Today, as I walked, I tried to remember if I’d ever seen the woman with the green hair before anywhere on the ship. I was on my third lap, thinking about going to get some lunch, when a door opened in front of me.

      “Ah, now that we’ve met, we’re going to keep bumping into one another, aren’t we?” Karen Sue Walker said as she emerged from a cabin.

      I smiled at her. “That does seem to happen, doesn’t it?”

      She nodded. “Until one day when we’ll simply stop seeing one another for several sectors or more.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked. Her face was blotchy and tear-stained, so much so that I couldn’t ignore it.

      “I’m not, actually. I can’t believe – that is – I’ve just found out that Anson is dead.”

      “I’m so very sorry.”

      She gave me a small smile. “It’s odd, actually. We were divorced, I should have hated him. He treated me rather badly, you know. But I still cared very deeply for the man. He was still important to me, even after everything that happened between us.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said again.

      “I don’t want to admit it to anyone, not even myself, but I was still in love with him. I think I’ll always love him. That’s why I’ve never found anyone else. Maybe now that he’s gone and I know I can never get him back, I’ll be able to find someone else. I don’t know that I want to, though. Being alone isn’t so bad.”

      “I don’t mind being alone.”

      Karen nodded. “The worst part is what happened to him.”

      I froze, unsure of what to say. I knew more than I should have about Anson’s death, but I was pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to talk about it.

      “We’re having a meeting after lunch,” Karen continued. “The Ansonexes, I mean. We’re going to talk about what happened. You should come.”

      “Me?” I sounded as shocked as I felt.

      “You were very kind this morning when we had breakfast together.” She sighed and then shook her head. “Someone told me that you are in the cabin across the hall from the one where Anson was staying – the one where he died. I have questions, that’s all.”

      “I wish I had answers, but I never met Anson or even saw him or anyone going in or out of the cabin.”

      “Of course, but I’d still like to talk to you if you don’t mind. We’re meeting in the climate simulation room at two. Please join us.”

      I hesitated for a moment before I nodded. “I’ll be there,” I said before I continued on my walk. The climate simulation room was one of my favorite places on the ship, but that was true for just about everyone on board. Individuals and groups had taken to reserving the space for hours every day, making it almost impossible for anyone else to visit. While I had nothing to say to Karen and the other Ansonexes, I wasn’t going to turn down a chance to spend some time in the simulation room.

      After my third lap, I squeezed in a fourth before I headed to lunch at my assigned time. The woman at the door nodded approvingly.

      “Much better,” she said. “Table seven.”

      The mech-bot at the door led me to table seven. I smiled at Kelly Collins as I slid into the seat opposite her.

      “Hello,” I said. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”

      She nodded. “After everything that happened in Alpha Sector, I decided to spend some time in my cabin, reflecting on some of my life choices. Allen’s death was oddly difficult for me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. Kelly and Allen, the man who’d died on board before the ship had even left Cenclare, had been very briefly married years earlier.

      She shrugged. “I’m fine, really, but I needed some time to think. Long-distance space travel is good for that. All these long days with nothing much else to do but sit around and think, really. I did write two books as well.”

      “Two books?” I exclaimed.

      “Yeah, one based very loosely on my relationship with Allen, but with a happy ending, and another completely rewriting our history. Both will sell millions of copies, which is nice, but they also helped me work through my feelings.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Are you ready to order?” The mech-bot hovered next to the table, humming quietly.

      I tapped the table and looked at the menu. “I’ll have a small cheese pizza with garlic bread and a salad. And a lemon fizzy, please.”

      “Same,” Kelly said.

      The mech-bot repeated our order and then slowly floated back toward the kitchen.

      “They’ve managed to fix the mech-bots, then,” Kelly said as we watched it go. “That’s a nice surprise.”

      “They’ve been working much better for the past few days, anyway.”

      “So what’s going to break next?”

      I laughed. “The smart cube in my cabin is acting up at the moment.”

      Kelly sighed. “Mine was off this morning, too. I hope the entire network isn’t having issues.”

      “Which reminds me, I still have to reserve an excursion for Odontotyrannos. I keep forgetting, and I couldn’t set a reminder on my smart cube.”

      “You’ll be fine. There will be plenty of space on the shuttles when we’re there.”

      “They said something about the shuttles filling up fast.”

      “Because they want to get everyone to book, but trust me on this one, if you want to go, they’ll make sure that you get to Odontotyrannos. The entire planet is dedicated to shopping and spending money. They want every single one of us to visit.”

      I nodded. “Is it really that bad? I was kind of hoping I could just walk in a park or something. I miss being outside in nature.”

      “There might be parks somewhere, but I’ve never seen them. The shuttle will drop us in one of the shopping centers, and even if you decide to visit only that one center, you’ll be able to fill a day just walking from one end of it to the other.”

      “That doesn’t sound like fun.”

      Kelly laughed. “You need to do your research before you go. Figure out which shops you want to visit and then find exactly where they are on the planet. Then you can figure out the best way to make your way around so that you have time to get to all of them.”

      “I don’t really want to shop.”

      “You don’t really want to shop?” Kelly was clearly surprised.

      “I don’t need anything.”

      “But you must want things. Every single retail company in the galaxy has a shop on Odontotyrannos. It’s the one place in the universe where you can buy everything you’ve ever wanted.”

      “But I don’t need anything.”

      Kelly started at me for a moment and then laughed again. “Fair enough. Then maybe you’ll have time to look for a park.”

      “I hope so.”

      “They do have indoor gardens, of course, where you can buy plants and flowers.”

      “That may have to do, but I’d really prefer to be outside, breathing real air that hasn’t been recirculated a million times, if I can.”

      A food trolley rolled to a stop next to our table.

      “Everything is correct,” Kelly said happily. “Maybe this is a fair trade for our smart cubes.”

      I took a bite of crunchy garlic bread and then a sip of my drink. “It is nice getting what I ordered.”

      “And now we should talk about what happened this morning,” Kelly said a few minutes later.

      “What happened this morning?” I asked, hoping she was talking about anything other than what had happened in PC27.

      “One of the cleaning crew found two dead bodies in one of the cabins,” Kelly told me.  “The cabin directly opposite yours, I believe.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered.

      “Apparently, the people in the cabin had had their privacy screen in place for the entire journey.”

      “I believe so. It was down every time I went in or out of my cabin.”

      “Did you ever see either of the two people staying there?”

      “No.”

      Kelly sighed. “Well, that isn’t very interesting. I was hoping you knew more, since you live right across the hall.”

      “I’m sorry, but I never saw anyone going in or out, and the privacy screen was always in place.”

      “I knew them.”

      My jaw dropped. “You knew them?”

      “I move in some of the same social circles as Dusty. We spoke a few times at various charity events. She even introduced me to her husband, Anson Roberts, at one of them.”

      “What was she like?”

      “Rich, arrogant, spoiled. She was hugely wealthy, but she never talked about how she’d amassed her fortune. Obviously, at least some of it was earned illegally, but I really mustn’t speak ill of the dead.”

      “What about Anson?”

      Kelly frowned. “He was an unusual choice for Dusty. He was younger and also fairly ordinary. Oh, he was very attractive, but Dusty didn’t have any trouble finding good-looking men to keep her company. I was surprised that she married him.”

      “Oh?”

      “He was her first husband. She told me once, at a party, that she had no intention of ever getting married. Her parents had a lot of money, and that meant that she’d been pursued by a lot of men and women who were more interested in her money than her. She told me that by the time she was eighteen, she’d realized that she’d never be able to trust anyone who claimed to care about her.”

      “How very sad.”

      “It was, rather, but as I’m in a similar situation, I understood.”

      I nodded. “It’s not something I will ever have to worry about.”

      Kelly chuckled. “You never know.”

      “So if Dusty didn’t ever want to get married, why did she marry Anson?”

      “That’s the million-credit question, isn’t it? I didn’t ask her the night she introduced me to him. It didn’t seem appropriate. They’d only been married for a few weeks and seemed deliriously happy together.”

      “Maybe she’d finally found someone she could trust.”

      “Except if the rumors are correct, he killed her and then himself, so her trust was clearly misplaced.”

      “I’m not sure I’d believe the rumors.”

      Kelly stared at me. “You know something.”

      I sighed. “Not really. I talked to all three of Anson’s ex-wives this morning. None of them had anything bad to say about him.”

      Kelly grinned. “The Ansonexes are lovely women, all of them. I work with Annie on some of my investments.”

      “I can’t believe you know them, too. The universe is starting to feel very small.”

      “The universe is huge, but A Deck tickets on the  Lady Elizabeth cost a great deal. I suspect I know, or have at least met, nearly every passenger on A Deck. Those I haven’t met, I have probably heard of, at the very least.”

      “Except for me,” I muttered.

      Kelly laughed. “Yes, well, we’ve met now. The Ansonexes are all wealthy women, although clearly not in the same category as someone like Dusty.”

      “I’m surprised they all came on the same ship.”

      “I’m not surprised that the Ansonexes are all together. They often travel as a group. They’re very good friends, and as I understand it, they were all still close to Anson as well.”

      “Karen told me that Dusty didn’t know that the Ansonexes were going to be on the  Lady Elizabeth when Anson bought the tickets.”

      “I can see that,” Kelly said, chuckling. “That explains why they spent the first sector locked in their cabin, too. He was probably hoping that Dusty would never find out that the Ansonexes were here.”

      “If he didn’t want her to know, why did he buy tickets?”

      “I suspect he was hoping to spend some time with his exes. According to Annie, they were all still close friends – at least until Anson married Dusty.”

      I nodded. “Karen said something similar, that Dusty didn’t want Anson talking to his exes.”

      “Dusty was a demanding woman. As I said, her parents were wealthy, but she managed to multiply that wealth many times over. She was used to having everything exactly the way she wanted it, and when things didn’t go as planned, she would simply throw money at the problem until it went away.”

      “I’m surprised they weren’t staying in a suite, then.”

      “That is shocking, actually, but I assume that Anson bought the tickets at the last minute. No doubt Dusty wasn’t happy about it, but there was very little she could do if the suites were all full.”

      “She could offer someone a lot of money to trade cabins.”

      “She may have tried that, or she may have been persuaded to put up with their cabin for a sector or two.” Kelly shrugged. “I suppose we’ll never know the whole story now.”

      “You met both of them. Can you imagine Anson killing Dusty and then himself?”

      Kelly finished the last of her pizza before she replied. “Actually, when you put it that way, it seems odd. Anson seemed like a perfectly ordinary person, not at all the type to kill anyone, but if he did snap and kill Dusty in an angry rage or something, I can’t imagine him killing himself over it. He’d have tried to find a way to make it look like an accident or something, all while mentally spending every penny of Dusty’s fortune.”

      “Dessert?” the mech-bot asked as he approached the table.

      “Pearpple pie,” I said quickly. That had to be a healthier choice than the cake that I’d had far too frequently since I’d been on the ship.

      “Rainbow cake,” Kelly said.

      The bot whirred away while we loaded our empty plates onto the trolley that rolled to a stop next to our table.

      “I really hope that Anson didn’t kill Dusty and then himself,” Kelly said as we watched the trolley roll away. “I didn’t think they were going to live happily ever after, but I thought they’d have a few good years before divorcing quietly. Murder never crossed my mind.”

      “But if that isn’t what happened, who killed them?”

      Kelly frowned. “I’ve no idea. If Dusty killed Anson in anger, she would have simply called Shawn and told him to take care of things. I can’t imagine her ever even considering suicide.”

      “Surely Shawn would have had her arrested.”

      “Let’s pretend that’s what would have happened.”

      “So you think someone else killed them both and then set it up to look like murder and suicide.”

      “I certainly hope so. Otherwise, I badly misjudged Anson Roberts, and I’m generally a very good judge of character.”

      The dessert arrived a moment later. My pie was delicious, with flaky crust and sweet and lightly spiced fruit, but that didn’t stop me from staring a bit longingly at Kelly’s cake.

      She ate no more than half of it and then glanced at her wrist. “I need to go. I had ideas for two more books this morning, and I need to get them outlined while the ideas are still fresh.”

      “It was nice to see you again,” I said as she stood up.

      “You too. Take care.”

      I finished my pie and resisted the urge to take a bite from Kelly’s plate. When the trolley arrived, I quickly stacked her plate and mine on it before getting up and leaving the restaurant. By the time I’d finished my three laps of the deck, it was nearly time for the meeting in the climate simulation room.

      When I reached the entrance, the sign on the door said, “Reserved for a Private Event.” It nearly always said that, which was frustrating, but today I was part of the private event. At least, I hoped I was part of it.

      I scanned my wrist unit across the panel and the door slowly slid open. Feeling oddly special, I quickly walked into the room’s foyer.

      “Good afternoon,” said the woman behind the desk in the corner.

      “Good afternoon. I’m meeting Karen Sue Walker here,” I said.

      She nodded. “Ms. Walker has reserved the room from two until three. You may enter.”

      The door on the wall behind her slid open. It was all I could do not to run through it. As I stepped onto the grass inside the room, the door slid shut behind me.

      For a moment, I simply stood still, breathing in and out deeply. The air smelled of soil and rain and flowers. It was almost like being outdoors on a real planet. I followed the meandering path that led me past the small pond toward the small area with seating, where I assumed I would find Karen and the others. When I got there, though, no one was there.

      I followed the path past the benches and through a handful of tall trees, looking for the Ansonexes. There was no sign of anyone anywhere. Feeling slightly uneasy at their absence, but delighted to have such a wonderful space all to myself, I walked slowly back toward the exit door. When I reached it, I turned around and slowly walked back to the benches. Sitting down, I watched a few of the frogs that were jumping in and out of the pond, croaking quietly. I was fairly certain they were mech-frogs and not the real thing, but from where I was sitting, I couldn’t be sure.

      Five minutes later, the door slid open and all three of the Ansonexes walked quickly into the room. As they approached, it quickly became obvious that they’d all been crying, but Karen mostly looked angry.

      “You have to help us,” she said as she sat down on the bench opposite me. “Shawn Inmon is trying to blame everything on Anson.”
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      “I’m sorry,” I said as I tried to think.

      Karen shook her head. “We all know that you found the body when Allen Royce was murdered. That’s how you ended up with his cat. We also know that you’ve met everyone important on board. You know the captain. You know Shawn Inmon. You know Jonathan Brazee.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve met the captain, but I doubt he remembers me. Shawn thinks I’m someone named Ellen, and I barely know Jonathan.”

      “We aren’t trying to be demanding,” Annie said. “But Shawn has been telling everyone on the ship that Anson killed Dusty and then committed suicide. That simply isn’t possible.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      The three women exchanged glances.

      “Anson never hurt a fly,” Bethany said.

      “He broke all of your hearts,” I reminded her.

      “Yes, by leaving when he’d decided he didn’t want to stay married any longer,” Karen said. “He was a coward, really, who ran away from problems rather than confront them.”

      The other two women nodded.

      “He had his faults,” Annie said, “but he was never ever physically abusive. If he was tired of being married to Dusty, he would have just left her, like he did us.”

      “Maybe she wouldn’t let him go,” I suggested.

      “She couldn’t have stopped him. She wouldn’t have even known he was going to go. He’d have just packed his things and gone,” Karen said.

      “He couldn’t have gone far, not aboard the  Lady Elizabeth,” I said.

      “He would have waited until they reached Val Segas to end things,” Annie said. “Or he would have asked one of us to let him stay with us if he really wanted out.”

      “Would any of you have agreed?” I had to ask.

      Karen nodded slowly. “I still cared very deeply for him. I would have let him stay with me.”

      “I would have, too,” Annie said. “And he knew that. I said as much the last time I spoke to him.”

      “When was that?” Karen asked.

      “Not long before we left Cenclare,” Annie replied. “Anson rang me at work to talk about an investment that I’d made on his behalf, and I mentioned that I was hoping to see him when we were on the  Lady Elizabeth. He laughed and said that he wasn’t sure he was looking forward to the sailing or not. He said he wasn’t sure he could stand that much togetherness with Dusty. That’s when I said that he could always stay with me for a few nights if he needed to get away.”

      “And what did he say?” Bethany asked.

      “He just laughed and said that he wouldn’t be able to do that unless he was certain that his marriage was over because Dusty would never forgive him for that sort of thing.”

      “I can’t say that I’d blame her for that,” Karen said.

      Annie nodded. “I agree, actually. I would have felt the same way when we were married.”

      “I’d have let him stay with me, too,” Bethany said. “I still cared about him, and if he needed to get away from Dusty, I’d have let him stay with me.”

      I thought for a moment. “What if something happened to Dusty – a terrible accident, maybe? What if Anson thought he was going to get blamed for her death? What would he have done?”

      “He’d have called us, one of us or maybe all of us,” Karen said. “He knew we’d give him our support.”

      “None of this makes any sense,” Bethany said. “I was shocked and upset when I was told that Anson was dead. That was bad enough. This is so much worse.”

      “You have to help us convince Jonathan that Anson didn’t kill Dusty or himself,” Karen told me.

      “Surely it’s Shawn that you need to convince,” I replied.

      She shook her head. “Shawn’s an idiot. I tried to talk to him earlier, but he just kept smiling and nodding while ignoring what I was saying. His assistant, Jerry, wasn’t any better. It was clear that Jerry just wanted the entire thing to go away.”

      “Which is why they’re blaming Anson,” Annie said. “It’s a quick and convenient solution and one that will be least likely to upset Dusty’s family and friends.”

      “As if that woman had friends,” Karen muttered.

      “Jonathan is a retired military colonel. We’ve all heard stories about his exploits in battle. We also know that he was instrumental in solving Allen Royce’s murder. He’ll be involved in this investigation too, at some point,” Annie said.

      I nodded. “If you don’t think Anson killed Dusty and then himself, do you think that Dusty killed him and then herself?”

      The women exchanged glances.

      “That’s certainly more likely than Anson being a killer,” Karen said after a minute.

      “But Dusty had plenty of money at her disposal. If she wanted to be rid of Anson, she could have made him disappear,” Annie said.

      “Maybe that was the plan, and something went wrong,” Bethany suggested. “We don’t know how they died. Maybe she poisoned him and then accidentally ate or drank the poisoned thing.”

      “If Dusty wanted Anson dead, she would have been halfway across the galaxy from him when he died,” Karen said. “There’s no way she would have done the dirty work herself.”

      “What if Anson met with some sort of tragic accident? Can you see her killing herself?” I asked.

      Karen laughed bitterly. “Never, not in a million years. If Anson did die in some horrible accident, she would have called the captain or maybe Colonel Brazee and gotten one of them to make the problem go away.”

      “Do you all agree with Karen?” I asked the other women.

      Annie nodded. “Dusty would never have killed herself, not under any circumstances I can imagine, anyway.”

      “Yeah,” Bethany said. “She was vain and selfish and too convinced of her own wonderfulness to ever think about suicide. I could see her killing Anson if he made her really angry in their small cabin, but like Karen said, if she did that, she’d have found someone to get rid of the body and make sure that she got away with it.”

      “If you’re right, then that means that someone else murdered both Anson and Dusty,” I said.

      Karen sighed. “I keep coming back to that, but I can’t believe it’s true. While I’m sure Dusty had enemies, I can’t imagine anyone wanting to murder Anson.”

      “He was probably just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Annie said thoughtfully. “Someone wanted Dusty dead, and that someone killed Anson in the process.”

      “Do any of you have any idea who might have wanted either or both of them dead?” I asked.

      “It had to be about money, right? And, actually, it makes sense that Anson was killed, too. He must have been Dusty’s heir, but with him dead, whoever is next in line will inherit everything,” Annie said.

      “Who is next in line?” Bethany asked.

      Annie shrugged. “She was an only child and her parents both died years ago. There are probably lots of cousins and more distant relatives out there, but it’s going to come down to what is in Dusty’s will, once that’s found.”

      “Are you quite certain you never saw either of them outside their cabin once we left Cenclare?” Karen asked.

      I nodded. “I can’t remember for sure when I first noticed their privacy screen was in place, but I also can’t remember it not being there, if you know what I mean.”

      “So is it possible that they were killed before we even left Cenclare?” Karen asked. “Maybe someone came onto the ship and killed them and then left the ship before we even blasted off.”

      “Someone should be able to access the records from the door. That will tell us something, but I’m not sure what,” Bethany said.

      “There’s a recording of the launch,” I said. “I watched it during the last investigation. Jo, er, someone might be able to program the computer to search the crowds for Anson and Dusty.”

      “If Dusty had been there, she would have been hanging out with the captain and other important people. I’m pretty sure I would have spotted her, as I sipped my complimentary champagne and watched the show,” Karen said.

      Bethany nodded. “I can’t imagine they were there.”

      “I think I saw them,” Annie said, frowning. “I was a bit late to the party. My elevator kept trying to leave me on C Deck. When I finally got to the lounge, it was the middle of the speeches. I had to push and shove my way through the crowd to get to where Bethany and Karen were standing.”

      “Where did you see Anson and Dusty?” Karen asked.

      “They were standing near the entrance. Dusty looked angry, and Anson seemed to be searching the crowd for someone. I was going to tell you about it when I found you, but I forgot,” Annie replied.

      “That will give someone a good place to start, anyway,” I said. “If they can get access to the video of the launch party, that is.”

      Karen nodded. “But if Anson and Dusty were at the launch party, even if they didn’t stay for the launch, then that has to mean that someone on the ship killed them.”

      “And if we keep telling Shawn and Jerry that we don’t believe that Anson did it, then we’re making ourselves suspects,” Annie added.

      Karen frowned. “We were all on good terms with Anson – well, mostly, anyway.”

      “But will whoever investigates the case believe that?” Bethany asked. “Maybe one of us went to their cabin to confront Dusty and try to get Anson back.”

      “None of us wanted Anson back,” Karen said.

      “You all said that you still had feelings for him,” I reminded her.

      “Yes, of course, but that isn’t the same as wanting him back,” Karen argued

      “I don’t know that I wanted him back, not exactly,” Annie said. “But if he came and asked me to give him another chance, I’d have considered it.”

      “Me too,” Bethany said.

      Karen sighed. “Me three, of course, but that’s beside the point.”

      “That’s exactly the point,” Bethany replied. “We all knew, or thought we knew, that Anson and Dusty were having problems. Anson decided to sail on the  Lady Elizabeth because he knew that we were all going to be here, but he didn’t dare tell Dusty that. What if one of us decided to break the good news to Dusty? I can imagine one of us knocking on their door, eager to watch Dusty’s face when she found out that we were all here.”

      “We should have done that as soon as we left Cenclare,” Karen said

      “Whoever investigates the case, assuming we convince him or her that both Anson and Dusty were murdered, is going to take a very close look at all of us,” Bethany said. “I can almost imagine how it could have gone, actually, if I’d knocked on their door. Dusty would have been furious. I can imagine her shouting at me and at Anson. I would have laughed and told Anson that he should just leave with me, that I had a cabin of my own that I would be more than happy to share.” She stopped and closed her eyes.

      “I think that’s quite enough,” Karen said.

      Bethany nodded. “I’ve always had an overactive imagination. I can almost see the entire scene playing out and how it could have ended in two murders.”

      “I don’t see that at all,” Annie said.

      Bethany looked at her for a moment and then shrugged. “Assume that I’m still madly in love with Anson and desperate to get him back. That’s the assumption that the person investigating will make. I go and confront him and Dusty. Anson says that he’s happy with her, but I know he’s lying, so I kill her right in front of him, expecting that he will then fall into my arms. Instead, he’s horrified and tries to get away. I get angry and kill him, too.”

      Several moments of stunned silence followed Bethany’s words. Eventually, Karen cleared her throat.

      “You do have an overactive imagination,” she said.

      Bethany smiled tightly. “But it could have happened that way, and we all need to be prepared to be suspects in the investigation.”

      “Or we could just keep quiet and let them close the case,” Annie said softly. “I don’t want people to think that Anson killed Dusty, but if there isn’t an investigation, we won’t be suspects.”

      “And whoever killed Anson and Dusty will get away with it,” Karen said. “I can’t accept that.”

      Annie nodded. “You’re right, of course.”

      “So if they were both murdered, who killed them?” I asked. “Based on what Annie said, we need to assume that it was someone on the  Lady Elizabeth.”

      “Kyla is here,” Bethany said.

      Karen frowned. “Why didn’t you tell me that sooner?”

      Bethany shrugged. “I didn’t think it mattered. It’s not a huge ship, but it still seemed unlikely that you’d cross paths.”

      “And if we did, we’d simply ignore one another,” Karen replied.

      “Exactly,” Bethany said.

      “Who is Kyla?” I asked.

      “Kyla Stone is, or rather, was, Dusty’s closest friend,” Bethany replied. “They’d known each other since childhood, although she’s at least ten years younger than Dusty. Kyla’s family had almost as much money as Dusty’s years ago, but her father made a number of spectacularly bad investments, leaving them almost broke, at least by the standards of their social circle.”

      “So only millionaires, rather than billionaires,” Annie suggested.

      Bethany nodded. “I believe Kyla was around twenty when the family’s fortunes finally got so bad that her parents started selling houses and cars and whatnot. As I understand it, Dusty immediately offered Kyla a place to stay, and the two became almost inseparable for a while.”

      “I remember reading an interview with Dusty where she talked about always wanting a little sister,” Karen said. “I gather Kyla was the closest she ever got.”

      “They traveled all over the universe together for a few years before Dusty started dating Parker. At that point, Kyla started traveling on her own, or with her own little entourage. As I understand it, Dusty happily funded Kyla’s adventures, even though they no longer saw one another regularly,” Bethany said.

      “Who is Parker?” I asked.

      All three women laughed.

      “You don’t follow the gossip pages on the Interweb, then,” Karen said.

      I shook my head. “Not really.”

      “Parker Bergstrom owns ten planets, at least a dozen moons, and parts of dozens of other celestial bodies. By Dusty’s standards, he’s merely comfortable, but by normal standards, he’s mega-rich,” Annie said. “He used to be one of my clients, but he moved all of his investments elsewhere about three years ago, so I can talk about him a little bit.”

      “Tell us everything,” Karen demanded.

      Annie laughed. “There isn’t much to tell. He’s in his early fifties and like most men with money, he thinks women should fall at his feet and into his bed whenever he glances their way. I had Dominick deal with his account for many years so I could avoid having to turn down his personal invitations.”

      I sighed. “Dominick?”

      “My assistant. He’s tall and broad and he enjoys lifting weights the old-fashioned way, with actual heavy things. He’s got muscles on top of his muscles, but he’s actually smarter than he looks. When I start working with a client, I initially meet him or her with both Dominick and Fiona, who is young and blonde and beautiful. After that initial meeting, I decide which of us will handle the day-to-day dealings with the client. Most men get Dominick because I don’t want either Fiona or myself to have to deal with flirting and innuendos or worse. Fiona works with a lot of my female clients, and I take on the odd ones who need special handling.”

      “Thanks,” Karen laughed. “I guess I’m odd.”

      Bethany grinned. “Me too.”

      “You guys are family,” Annie replied. “That’s different.”

      “So you turned Parker over to Dominick,” I said. “What else can you tell us about him?”

      “He and Dusty dated for a few years, and a lot of people thought that they would end up getting married. Parker even made a few public comments about the possibility, but then Dusty met Anson and ended things with Parker,” Annie said.

      “Dusty ended things with him because she’d met Anson?” I asked. “That sounds like a strong motive for two murders.”

      Annie shrugged. “Parker could have easily had Anson eliminated years ago, when he and Dusty first broke up, if he was upset. It’s been years. I’m sure he’s moved on.”

      “Last I heard, he was spending a lot of time with Kyla,” Bethany said.

      Karen’s jaw dropped. “He’s too old for Kyla. I only met him once and I thought he was quite horrible.”

      “So maybe he killed Anson and Dusty,” I said. “Let’s suggest that to Shawn.”

      “He won’t believe it. Shawn and Parker are friends. I’ve seen pictures of them together,” Annie said. “I’m pretty sure that Parker owns some percentage of InmonCorp, too. For all their talk about being a family-owned company, they’ve sold a handful of shares to friends over the decades.”

      “So our only suspects are Kyla and Parker, and we don’t have any motive for Kyla,” I said with a sigh.

      “Maybe she’d fallen in love with Anson,” Karen suggested. “Or maybe she wanted to start traveling with Dusty again, but Anson was in the way.”

      “Both seem rather far-fetched, but people have been killed for less, I suppose,” I said. “Do you know of anyone else on board who knew Dusty and Anson?”

      “We should have talked about Fred first,” Annie said.

      “I don’t want to talk about Fred at all,” Karen said.

      “But he has to be a suspect,” Bethany said.

      “Who’s Fred?” I had to ask.

      Karen sighed. “He’s a lovely person, really. Kind and sweet and caring.”

      “And obsessed,” Annie added.

      “Obsessed?” I echoed.

      “With Dusty,” Bethany told me. “He’s been stalking her for years.”

      “Stalking is such a harsh term,” Karen said.

      “One the police agreed with when they issued the restraining order,” Bethany replied.

      Karen winced. “I should tell you that I worked with Fred, as a counselor, for a short while.”

      “Because he sought her out because of her connection to Anson,” Annie said. “Once Anson and Dusty were dating.”

      Karen flushed. “It was complicated.”

      “What’s Fred’s last name?” I asked.

      “He’s Fred Neill, and I was surprised when I saw him in the restaurant on the first or second day of the cruise,” Annie said. “I didn’t think he’d be allowed on board, not with Dusty on the ship. I thought the restraining order should have kept him off the  Lady Elizabeth.”

      “He may not have even known that Dusty was on board,” Karen said. “It wasn’t public knowledge.”

      “I’d like to know where he got the money for his ticket,” Bethany said. “The last I knew, he wasn’t working.”

      “He found a job about six months ago,” Karen told her. “He called to tell me about it. He was very excited. He also told me that he was saving every penny so that he could move as far away from Cenclare as possible. He wanted to start over somewhere new.”

      “He probably told you that he wasn’t stalking Dusty any longer, too,” Annie said.

      “He wasn’t stalking Dusty any longer,” Karen said.

      “I wonder if the investigators will believe that,” Annie said.

      Karen sighed. “I think we’ve talked about all of this enough for now,” she said, getting to her feet. “I need a nap or something.”

      She walked away before the others replied. As she disappeared down the path, Annie stood up.

      “Thank you for your time,” she said to me. “I think you’ve helped us to realize just how awful this is all going to be.”

      “I didn’t mean…” I began, but Annie walked away before I could finish. I looked at Bethany, who held up a hand.

      “We truly do appreciate your help. This is very difficult for all of us. We were all dumb enough to still be in love with Anson, after all. Thank you for your time. I’m sure we’ll be bothering you again soon for another talk.”

      I watched her walk away and then settled back in my seat. The room was reserved for another six minutes, and I was determined to enjoy them.
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      When I walked out of the climate simulation room, I was surprised to find a short queue of people waiting to go in. I didn’t recognize any of them, but I smiled and nodded as I walked past.

      “That’s the girl who keeps finding bodies,” someone whispered loudly.

      I felt myself blush as I kept walking. I shouldn’t have been as surprised as I was that people were talking about me. Karen and the other Ansonexes knew a lot more about me than I’d expected. If they’d found out I’d discovered Allen Royce’s body, then the entire ship probably knew.

      Back in my cabin, I spent some time on my study cube while I waited for dinner. When I got tired of studying, Singer and I played games with her toys until she decided she was too hungry to play any longer. I gave her some dinner before I headed for the dining room.

      “Table four,” I was told when I arrived at the restaurant.

      The mech-bot inside the door buzzed loudly as I entered. “Table four,” he said firmly.

      I followed him across the room to the same table where I’d had lunch. “I thought this was table nine,” I said.

      “Table four,” the mech-bot replied.

      There wasn’t any point in arguing. If the mech-bots were starting to malfunction again, there was nothing I could do about it. I sat down and tapped on the table to get the menu screen. A few moments later, the bot was back, leading someone else to the table.

      “Table six,” he said loudly.

      The woman shrugged. “It was table eleven earlier today.”

      I laughed. “Maybe they renumber them after every meal.”

      “I can’t see that it matters,” she said as she dropped into the chair opposite mine. Her long dark hair was held back by an elaborate gold and silver pin that looked as if it had cost a fortune. Her clothes were casual, but I knew from the discreet labels that her T-shirt had cost more than I made in the past year.

      She tapped on the screen and then sighed loudly. “I don’t think I can eat anything.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Not really, but I need to eat.” The woman stared at the menu and then looked around. “Where is the bot? I’m ready to order.”

      I shrugged. “I’m sure one will be here soon.”

      She sighed again. “Maybe I’ll get something sent to my room. My smart cube isn’t working right, though, which complicates things.”

      “Ready to order?” the mech-bot asked as he hovered next to me.

      We ordered and then the bot flew away.

      “I’m Diana Dunn,” I said after an awkward minute.

      “Yes, I know. The entire ship is talking about you. Apparently, you have a knack for finding dead bodies.”

      I opened and then closed my mouth, unable to think of how to respond.

      “I’m Kyla Stone.”

      I found those words almost as shocking. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Kyla’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

      I flushed. “Someone told me that you and Dusty were close,” I stammered.

      Kyla took a deep breath. “We were as close as sisters – at one time, anyway. Life has a habit of getting complicated, though. We hadn’t spoken in a while, but I thought this voyage would be the perfect opportunity for us to reconnect. Things didn’t go as planned, obviously.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She shrugged. “I told her not to marry that man. I knew he was trouble, but I never imagined that he’d kill her. I can’t quite believe that he did, actually. He was boring and ordinary, not at all the sort who kills anyone.”

      “I don’t think the case has been officially solved yet.”

      “No, probably not, but Shawn told me that he’s sure Anson killed Dusty and then himself. I can understand the second part, because Dusty was the best thing that ever happened to him, so once she was gone, he didn’t have any reason to want to stay alive, but I can’t understand the first part. I can’t understand why he killed her.”

      “Maybe he didn’t.”

      “Shawn seems to think he did, and he’s in charge of the investigation.”

      “Anson’s former wives don’t seem to think he did it.”

      Kyla laughed. “They’re a sad bunch of women who were dumped by one of the world’s least interesting men and haven’t been able to get over it. I can’t imagine why anyone would listen to anything any of them had to say. Of course they don’t think Anson killed anyone. They all think he was perfect in every way – except for dumping them, of course. That was his one mistake — or should I say say mistakes?”

      “So you think Anson killed Dusty?”

      “He must have, because Shawn said so. I can’t imagine why he did it, but I do know they’d been fighting a lot lately.”

      “Really?”

      “That’s actually why I’m here. Anson bought tickets for them at the last minute, and Dusty didn’t want to come. Once she realized that she didn’t have much choice, she called me and suggested that I should come along for the journey. She promised me that we’d have time to catch up and work through our differences. I couldn’t say no.”

      A dozen questions went through my head. “What do you mean, she didn’t have much choice?” was the first one that got out.

      “Oh, Anson bought tickets that couldn’t be cancelled or something like that. I didn’t get all the details, but I know Dusty was angry about it. She said something about him spending a fortune on tickets but not being willing to spend a few extra credits to get proper tickets or something. Whatever happened with the tickets, basically, if they didn’t sail, they couldn’t get their money back.”

      “And she didn’t want to waste the money?”

      “Let me tell you something about the super-rich,” Kyla said. “They’re very, very careful with their credits. They might buy extravagant things, but they expect those things to be expertly made and to last a lifetime. Dusty would never have canceled the trip, not if she couldn’t get her credits back. She may have hated every minute of the voyage, but she’d paid for it, so she was going to go.”

      And Anson must have known that, I thought. Interesting.

      “And now she’s dead and we’ll never be able to reconcile,” Kyla said, dabbing at her eyes with a small tissue.

      “At least you know she wanted to reconcile.”

      “Yes, of course. That’s a great comfort to me. I was shocked when she contacted me. We hadn’t spoken in quite some time.”

      “That’s unfortunate.”

      “It was really Anson’s fault. Dusty and I were living separate lives, but we were still in regular contact until he came along. Once she started seeing him, she no longer had time for me.”

      “What a shame.”

      A food trolley rolled to a stop next to our table. Even after several reliable days, I was still pleasantly surprised to see exactly what I’d ordered. We removed the food and then the trolley rolled away.

      “He didn’t know I was going to be here, of course,” Kyla said as I started to eat.

      “I’m sorry, do you mean Anson?”

      She nodded. “Dusty didn’t tell him that she was inviting me to come on the  Lady Elizabeth. She knew that he’d object or maybe even cancel their trip.”

      “It sounds as if Dusty wasn’t very happy in her marriage.”

      Kyla laughed. “She was miserable, and it’s clear now that she was right to be. She and Anson were arguing constantly. She was planning to leave him. She just had to work out a plan first.”

      “I’m surprised she agreed to a long-distance space journey with him if they were having so many problems.”

      “Like I said earlier, it wasn’t her idea. Anson surprised her with the tickets. He didn’t bother to tell her that all three of his ex-wives were going to be aboard, though.”

      “Did she find out?”

      “Of course she found out. The first thing she did when she found out that she and Anson were sailing on the  Lady Elizabeth was request a complete passenger list.”

      “You can do that?”

      Kyla laughed. “I could do that if I cared. Dusty definitely could do that. I very much doubt that you could do that.”

      “I see.”

      “No offense, darling, but you don’t look as if you move in the same social circles as Dusty and Shawn Inmon. She’d have messaged him and asked for the list. He would have sent it to her immediately.”

      “So she knew the Ansonexes were going to be on the ship.”

      “Oh, yes, and she had quite a few things she wanted to say to them as well. She knew they were all still in love with Anson. I think she was looking forward to offering to give him back to any or all of them.”

      “And once she’d found out that they were going to be here, she invited you?” I asked.

      “Exactly. She wanted someone on her side when she confronted Anson. Sadly, she never got the chance to do that. Or maybe she did. That may be why he killed her.” Kyla sighed. “I told her not to argue with him unless I was there. I didn’t think he’d ever raise a hand to her, but I knew he could be brutally cruel with his words.”

      “Who else might have wanted to get rid of Dusty and Anson?” I asked.

      Kyla flushed. “You seem determined to convince me that Anson didn’t do it. Let me guess – you passed him in the corridor once and fell madly in love with him. He often had that effect on women, even women who should have been smart enough to see through his very superficial charms.”

      “I never met him. I suppose I’m just curious.”

      “If you want to put together a list of likely suspects, you’ll have to put me near the top,” Kyla said. “As far as I know, I’m still Dusty’s heir, although I suppose she might have changed her will since the last time we spoke about it.”

      “When was that?”

      “Just before the sailing, actually. Dusty wanted to double-check that I was still coming. I assured her that I would be here, and she laughed and said something about having missed her nearest and dearest friend and chosen family member. Then she said ‘You know you’re going to inherit everything I have when I go. I would never leave anything to Anson.’ I just laughed and told her that I wasn’t interested in her money.”

      “Everyone else in the galaxy probably was.”

      Kyla nodded. “That’s why she’d never been married before she met Anson. She just assumed that every man she met was only interested in her money. The ironic thing is that it was painfully obvious from the day they met that Anson was only interested in her money, but Dusty couldn’t see it.”

      “But you are her heir.”

      “I think so. I don’t need the money, of course, but I won’t turn it down.”

      “You don’t need the money,” I repeated.

      “If Anson’s ex-wives have been talking about me, then you probably already know the whole story. Dusty and I knew each other for decades. She was ten years older, but that didn’t stop us from becoming close friends. My father was a complete idiot who ignored his advisors and invested in all manner of stupid things. By the time I turned eighteen, he’d lost nearly the entire family fortune. Luckily for me, Dusty stood by me. At one point, I moved in with her and we started traveling the galaxy together.”

      “How nice for you both.”

      Kyla nodded. “Dusty had always wanted a sister. I suppose I had, too, although my childhood was so chaotic that I never really gave it much thought. Regardless, Dusty and I spent a few years traveling before she met someone and decided to stay in one place for a while.”

      “Someone?”

      “Someone. Someone very wonderful who treated Dusty like a queen and was happy for me to be a part of her life. Someone who Dusty should have married, if she truly wanted to get married.”

      I finished my last bite of dinner and then tapped the table to get the dessert menu. Feeling in need of chocolate, I ordered a brownie with ice cream, hot fudge, and caramel sauce. Kyla pushed her empty plate away.

      “Dessert?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I rarely eat sweets.”

      “I rarely eat sweets when I’m not on the  Lady Elizabeth. Since they’re included in our meals here, I eat them here.”

      Kyla shrugged. “Go right ahead and have whatever you want. I suppose I should just go back to my cabin and cry now.”

      “Why didn’t Dusty marry that special someone?” I blurted out as Kyla picked up her handbag.

      “I wish I knew. Once she and Parker started dating, Dusty and I began to drift apart. Oh, now I’ve said his name. Never mind. Where was I? Oh yes, Dusty and I started spending less time together. She began traveling with Parker instead of me. Because of my father’s money issues, Dusty gifted me with a very generous lump sum, enough to allow me to live on my own and not have to worry about money. I was, of course, hugely grateful.”

      “That was very kind of her.”

      Kyla nodded. “I started traveling on my own, but Dusty and I used to arrange things so that our paths would cross at least a couple of times each year. Parker was more than happy for that to happen. I thought he and Dusty would get married one day, I truly did.”

      “What went wrong?”

      “Anson Roberts,” Kyla said angrily. “Dusty met him at a party. He knew someone who knew someone who knew the host or some such thing. He didn’t belong there, but somehow he managed to get introduced to Dusty. Remember what I said earlier? He had a way of charming women almost immediately. Dusty fell for him within minutes. She ended things with Parker the next day, and she and Anson got married not long after.”

      “How difficult for Parker.”

      “It was difficult for him and for me. When I met Anson, it quickly became apparent that we were never going to be friends. I didn’t hide the fact that I knew he was only interested in Dusty’s money, which made things awkward between us.”

      The trolley with my dessert arrived. I took it off and then stacked my empty plates back on it. Kyla piled hers on top of mine and then got to her feet.

      “I need to go lie down,” she said, taking a step toward the door.

      “Kyla,” a voice said loudly.

      I looked over at the man who was quickly making his way toward us. He looked as if he was somewhere between thirty and forty, but as he got closer, I could tell that he’d had his face adjusted at least once, which probably meant he was closer to fifty. Everything about him screamed money. When he reached Kyla, he pulled her into a tight hug.

      “Darling, how are you?” he asked, still holding her close.

      “Devastated, of course. I tried to reach you, but you didn’t answer,” Kyla replied, pulling away.

      “I’m so sorry, darling. I was in the shower, and then Shawn arrived at my door to ask me some questions about Dusty. That was when I found out what had happened to her. I’m afraid I was so upset that I switched off everything and just sat and cried for a very long time.”

      Kyla frowned at him. “You were still in love with her.”

      “Oh, no, of course not,” he said quickly. “My love for her died when she cast me aside in favor of another man. You know you are the only woman in my life now – the one person I truly love.”

      Kyla nodded slowly. “Then why were you so upset?”

      The man looked shocked. “Dusty was murdered. She left me for another man and that man – that horrible, awful, dreadful man – took her life. I just sat, wishing I had a time machine and that I could go back and skip the party where Dusty met the man who would one day kill her.”

      “I don’t believe there’s been an official determination on that yet,” I couldn’t stop myself from saying.

      The man looked at me. “I’m sorry?”

      “It’s just that everyone is accusing Anson of killing Dusty, but as far as I know, the investigation is still open,” I replied.

      He shook his head. “Shawn assured me that he knew exactly what had happened. There isn’t any other answer that makes sense. No one else in the universe had any reason to want to harm Dusty.”

      “Diana, this is Parker, by the way,” Kyla said. “Parker Bergstrom, this is Diana Dunn. She found the bodies, including the one last sector.”

      Parker nodded. “I realize that. I suppose that experience has made you think that you’re some kind of expert when it comes to murder.”

      “Not at all,” I said quickly.

      “Colonel Brazee made a similar comment when he came to speak to me,” Parker continued. “I suggested that he focus on the real reason why he’s here and stay out of Shawn’s way.”

      “I’m sure we all want to know the truth,” I said.

      “Of course, of course,” Parker said. “But we already know that. Anson Roberts murdered Dusty and then, horrified by what he’d done, he took his own life. I can’t say that I’m all that surprised. Dusty was getting ready to end things with him. No doubt he couldn’t stand the thought of being without her.”

      “It’s all just so awful,” Kyla said, pressing her face into Parker’s chest.

      “I know, darling. Let’s get out of here. I have to say, I was surprised that you were here. I don’t think I could eat anything right now.”

      “I want to keep my strength up. Dusty would want me to stay strong.”

      “Yes, of course,” Parker said, patting her back. “She’d also suggest a good strong drink.”

      Kyla laughed. “That’s very true. Let’s go and get several of them in her memory.”

      “It was – interesting – meeting you,” Parker said to me as he turned toward the door. “I hope you’ll do the smart thing and keep well away from Shawn’s investigation.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but the pair were already walking away before I could speak. I looked down at my dessert and frowned. The ice cream was melting. I ate the rest of it as quickly as I could and then headed back to my cabin.

      “I’m not trying to interfere in the investigation,” I told Singer as I snuggled her close to me. “I didn’t want to find the bodies. I didn’t want to talk to the Ansonexes. I did want to spend some time in the climate simulation room, but that isn’t the same thing. I didn’t want to have dinner with Kyla, either. I can’t help where the mech-bots tell people to sit.”

      “Meroow,” Singer said in a soothing tone.

      “I think I might just get all my meals delivered for a few days. Maybe if I stay here for the entire sector, I’ll be able to avoid the investigation. Shawn will get it all figured out before we get to Odontotyrannos, won’t he?”

      Singer curled up in my hand and shut her eyes. I sat back and settled her on my lap. We both jumped when someone knocked on the door a few minutes later.
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      “Hi,” Jonathan said, looking up and down the corridor as he spoke. “Let me in.”

      I stared at him for a moment. “Why?”

      He laughed. “We need to talk, and I’d rather the entire ship didn’t know about it.”

      I took a step backward and let him into my cabin. Singer greeted him happily.

      “It’s nice to see you again, too,” he said as he picked her up and rubbed her head.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as Jonathan made himself comfortable in my favorite chair.

      “A murder investigation.”

      “Yes, I know that, but it’s nothing to do with me.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “You’ve met most of the people involved. I need to talk about the suspects with someone, and I can’t talk to Shawn or Jerry.”

      “Why not? I thought Shawn was in charge of the investigation.”

      “He is, but he’s quite happy with the conclusion he’s already reached.”

      “He thinks Anson killed Dusty and then himself.”

      “I don’t know that he actually believes that, but he wants to believe it. It’s neat and tidy, and it means no one he knows and likes had anything to do with it.”

      “He didn’t know Anson?”

      “I’m sure Dusty introduced Anson to all of her very wealthy friends at some point, but Anson was never actually part of the very exclusive group. Shawn will be more than happy to blame him for everything.”

      “But you don’t think Anson did it?”

      Jonathan sighed. “I didn’t get a chance to see the crime scene. Shawn showed me some video of it, but that isn’t the same as seeing it in person. What I saw was very convincing, though. I didn’t start to doubt it until you told me that the door hadn’t been locked.”

      “I could be wrong about that.”

      “You aren’t. I had Shawn check the door logs. It shows Anson scanning into the cabin when they first arrived. Then the door was opened from the inside and locked with Dusty’s unit as they exited. I assume they went to the launch party. Captain Ryder is having someone go through the video from the party to see if they can be found in the crowd.”

      “Tell them to look near the entrance. One of the Ansonexes thought she saw them there when she joined the party.”

      Jonathan grinned at me. “I knew you were the right person to talk to.”

      “What else did the door log show?”

      “Dusty scanned back into the cabin about an hour after they’d left it. Then one of them engaged the privacy screen. About an hour later, the door was opened from the inside. Ninety minutes after that, the door was opened again. That was the last entry before Grenzo opened the door this morning.”

      “Where is Grenzo? Someone else came to clean my cabin earlier.”

      “He’s been given a few days off to recover from his upsetting discovery.”

      “Is he okay? Can I talk to him?”

      “He’s fine. I’ll let him know you were asking about him. He may come to see you, or maybe he’ll message you through the ship’s systems.”

      I nodded. “So whoever left the cabin last didn’t lock the door behind themselves.”

      “No, which suggests that they might not have had the lock codes for that door.”

      “What about the privacy screen? How were people getting in and out around that?”

      “It can be lifted manually to allow people to come and go without formally disengaging it. When it’s engaged, there are certain protocols that the ship’s staff follows. Some people prefer to keep those in place and simply slide their screen up and down as needed.”

      “So someone came to see them, and either Dusty or Anson let them into the cabin. That someone killed them both and then left, sliding the privacy screen back into place on the way out.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe he or she had a pleasant visit with old friends and then left Dusty and Anson alive and well. Becca doesn’t think she’s going to be able to determine exactly when the couple died, not after all this time.”

      I sighed. “Maybe you should just let Shawn conclude that Anson did it.”

      “I would, but I don’t like the idea of a murderer wandering around the ship. It’s possible that the killer didn’t realize that the cabin had to be inspected in each sector. He or she might have thought that the bodies wouldn’t be discovered until we reached Val Segas. I think it’s likely that, if the bodies not been discovered by the time we reached Chaos Sector, the killer would have disembarked on Odontotyrannos and not come back to the  Lady Elizabeth.”

      “But surely when the bodies were found, that would have looked suspicious.”

      “Maybe, but by that time our killer could have been anywhere in the universe. There are a number of planets that are happy to hide wealthy individuals under any circumstances.”

      “So he or she could have gotten away with murder.”

      “But the bodies were found, which gives us time to work out what actually happened. We have to work fast, though, and find the killer before we get to Odontotyrannos.”

      “You sound certain that Anson didn’t do it.”

      “Let’s say I’m taking that approach, out of caution if nothing else. I’ve asked Shawn to put together all of the evidence he found that suggests that Anson did do it. I’ll review that later. For now, though, I’m pursuing other angles.”

      “And Shawn doesn’t mind?”

      Jonathan grinned. “He doesn’t get a choice in the matter.”

      “So what do you want from me?”

      “You spent an hour with the Ansonexes this afternoon and then had dinner with Kyla. You also met Parker. I want to hear what you think of all of them.”

      “I think they’re all lovely people, and I can’t imagine any of them killing anyone.”

      “Okay, so let’s talk about each of them in turn. Tell me about Karen Sue Walker.”

      “She’s very sweet. Sadly, she was still in love with Anson. She’s insistent that he didn’t do it, that he’d never have done anything to hurt Dusty, even though she told me that Anson and Dusty were having problems.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard that same thing from a number of people.”

      “Traveling for twenty-six sectors on a long-distance spaceship seems an unusual thing to do for a couple having marital difficulties.”

      Jonathan laughed. “I could speculate about that, but I won’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “As I understand it, Anson bought the tickets.”

      “Yes, that’s what I heard, too.”

      “I’ve been told that Dusty didn’t really want to come.”

      “I heard the same thing.”

      “I did wonder if maybe Anson was hoping that she might decide not to join him on the ship.”

      I stared at him. “That never crossed my mind, but now that you’ve said it, it makes sense. Someone told me that Dusty would never have wasted the money, though.”

      “But it wouldn’t be totally wasted if she told Anson to go ahead and go and only she stayed behind. You didn’t buy your own ticket, so you may not know how it works, but Anson will have paid for their cabin. That’s the biggest expense. Then you add people to the cabin. The cabin’s price includes one passenger, but you can add up to three additional passengers. The cost for each of them is a small fraction of the initial price.”

      I looked around my small space. “You can have four people in here?”

      He laughed. “It would be very tight, but the cabins on A Deck are considered large enough for four. The bed can be divided into two, and the couch can be opened into another small bed.”

      “That’s three. Where does the fourth person sleep?”

      “This chair can also be converted into a bed.”

      “I can’t imagine it.”

      “Can you imagine Dusty refusing to sail on the  Lady Elizabeth?”

      “I never even met the woman, but everything I’ve heard about her makes me wonder why she was here. She was super-rich. Someone said that she wanted a suite, but they were all full.”

      Jonathan nodded. “About a week before we sailed, I got a message from InmonCorp offering me several things if I was willing to move from my suite into a standard cabin. I can only assume that they did so on behalf of Dusty.”

      “What sort of things were you offered?” I had to ask.

      “A full refund of my ticket price. Full access to all of the amenities that come with staying in the suites, even though I wouldn’t be staying in one. Ten tickets for short-distance space travel anywhere in the galaxy. I believe there was more, but I wasn’t interested, so I didn’t pay that much attention.”

      “A full refund? You could have traveled all the way to Val Segas for free?”

      “In a cabin, not in a suite. I wasn’t prepared to consider it.”

      I looked around my cabin again. “The cabins aren’t that bad.”

      “They’re much nicer than the standard cabins on many spaceships, but I spent a lot of my life traveling across the galaxy in tiny cabins, usually shared with at least one other soldier. Now that I’m retired, I choose to travel with as much comfort as I can afford.”

      “I get that, but I’m surprised no one else took them up on the offer.”

      “Yes, I would have thought that someone would have. I actually assumed that someone had, as I never received a second offer.”

      “But Dusty and Anson didn’t get a suite.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I need to talk to Shawn about that. It’s odd. I’m pretty sure Dusty would have paid just about anything to get one.”

      “So why did she even come? And was Anson really hoping she wouldn’t?”

      “Both good questions. The fact that he bought tickets knowing that all three of his ex-wives were going to be on the ship suggests that he might not have been expecting Dusty to come.”

      “The exes didn’t think that Dusty knew they were going to be here, but Kyla said that Dusty had a copy of the passenger list.”

      Jonathan raised an eyebrow. “Interesting. So maybe we know why Dusty was here. Maybe she came because she wanted to keep Anson away from his ex-wives.”

      “Kyla said Dusty invited her to come along so that they could reconcile. Apparently, Anson didn’t know she was going to be here. He was the reason why Kyla and Dusty had fought in the first place.”

      “I wonder if Anson knew that Parker was going to be here.”

      “That’s a good question. He and Kyla seem to be a couple now.”

      “Yes, I’d heard that. I also have heard rumors that the credits that Dusty gave Kyla are starting to run out.”

      I gasped. “You think Kyla is only after Parker’s money?”

      “I didn’t say that, not exactly, but it’s a possibility. What did you think of Kyla?”

      “She said she was devastated, but she didn’t actually seem all that upset. After insisting that she was too upset to eat anything, she ate every bite of her dinner, all while telling me her life story. For what it’s worth, she wants to believe that Anson did it.”

      “Of course she does. She already hated him.”

      “But we were talking about the Ansonexes. They all seem very nice, really. I can’t imagine any of them killing anyone, although they’re very aware that they’re suspects in the case.”

      “Tell me about Annie Adams.”

      I shrugged. “She seems lovely. I know she’s an investment banker, so she must be ruthless in some ways, but she doesn’t seem that way in person.”

      “She’s built a reputation for making smart choices and for moving quickly. She was one of only a few experts who got their clients out of Bonsovia before the entire planet’s economy collapsed.”

      “Good for her.”

      “Maybe, or maybe she had inside information. She was investigated, as were all of the others who made the same moves. Nothing could be proven against any of them, though.  She used to work with Parker. Did she say anything about him?”

      “A few things. She said he seemed to think that all women should fall into bed with him, so she had her male assistant deal with him. They told me that Dusty ended things with him when she met Anson, which seemed like a good motive for the murders, but none of them agreed.”

      “Why not?”

      “They argued that Parker has had years to get rid of Anson if he’d wanted to do so, and they didn’t think that he would have done anything to hurt Dusty, regardless.”

      “Interesting.”

      “For what it’s worth, I thought he was arrogant and unpleasant, but I can’t see him killing anyone. I’m sure he has someone who does that sort of thing for him.”

      “And that’s a possibility, of course.”

      I stared at him. “There might be a contract killer on board? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “It’s unlikely, but anything is possible. I will say, if there is a killer for hire on this ship, it’s someone who is completely unknown to any law enforcement agency in the galaxy. Background checks were completed on every passenger on board. The crew members were also carefully vetted.”

      “And yet one of them killed a man before we even left Cenclare.”

      “What about Bethany Pratt?”

      “Again, she seems nice enough. She was quieter than the others.”

      “Do you think she still has feelings for Anson?”

      “They all admitted that they still have feelings for Anson. They also all said that they’d have done anything to help him if he’d needed help, including letting him stay in their cabins with them if he needed to get away from Dusty.”

      “Curious. I don’t suppose you asked them what they’d have done if he’d told them that he’d killed Dusty?”

      “I asked what they’d have done if he’d messaged them to say that he’d killed her accidentally, and they all said that they’d have done everything in their power to help him. They all also insisted that he’d never have done anything to hurt Dusty. They said that if he was tired of being married to her, he’d have just left. That was what he usually did, anyway.”

      Jonathan nodded. “So who did it?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve no idea.”

      “I find the question of motive interesting in this case. I can imagine motives for killing Anson for some people, and motives for killing Dusty for others. What I can’t find is any one motive for killing both of them.”

      “Kyla thinks she’s Dusty’s heir. If Anson was still alive, he might have fought with her over Dusty’s money.”

      Jonathan nodded. “So Kyla has a motive for killing both of them, especially if my sources are correct and she truly is running out of credits.”

      “I can see any of the Ansonexes wanting Dusty dead, but they all still loved Anson. Having said that, Bethany dreamt up a scenario where one of them killed Dusty, expecting Anson to be thrilled, but then, when he wasn’t, she killed him, too.”

      “Possible.”

      “I can’t imagine why Parker would have killed either of them, really, unless he was still upset over the breakup with Dusty. It’s been years, though.”

      “Sometimes anger turns to resentment that continues to build over time.”

      I sighed. “We need more suspects, or maybe just better suspects. What about Fred Whatever?”

      “Who is Fred Whatever?”

      “I can’t remember his last name, but you know who I mean. Dusty’s stalker.”

      Jonathan sighed. “Dusty had a stalker. That shouldn’t surprise me. What is surprising is that no one has bothered to mention him to me before now.”

      “I just assumed you knew. The Ansonexes told me about him. Apparently, Dusty had a restraining order against him and everything.”

      “Did she, now?”

      Jonathan pulled out his datapad and tapped on the screen. After a minute, he looked up at me. “Fred Neill.”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “It looks as if Dusty requested a restraining order, but then didn’t actually go to court to secure it. There’s more to this than meets the eye.”

      “Karen said he was a nice guy, just a bit obsessed. He went to her for counseling for a while, although the others said that he only did so because of her connection to Anson, who was connected to Dusty by that time.”

      Jonathan tapped on his screen again. “I’m going to have to dig into this further. And I’m going to have to talk to Fred Neill.”

      “Good luck.”

      “Can you suggest anyone else who might be a suspect?”

      I frowned. “Not off the top of my head.”

      “That leaves us with Karen, Annie, Bethany, Kyla, Parker, and Fred, assuming Anson didn’t do it, of course. What order would you put them in if you were in charge of the case?”

      “You forgot Dusty. If Anson is a suspect, she should be, too.”

      “Yes, of course. Okay, put them in order from most to least likely to have been the killer, please.”

      “I have no idea.”

      He shrugged. “Indulge me. I’m just curious what you’re thinking.”

      “I’ll give you my list if you give me yours.”

      “As long as you go first.”

      I nodded and then sat back and tried to think. “I don’t think Anson did it. I suppose I’d put Fred first, mostly because I haven’t met him and don’t know anything about him. Then Parker, because I have met him, and he was unpleasant. Then probably Kyla, especially if she’s having money troubles. I suppose Dusty would be next, maybe tied with Anson, which leaves the Ansonexes for last. I suppose I’d put Annie first of those three, because she’s ruthless in business, so probably not as nice as she seems. Then Karen and then Bethany.”

      “Interesting.”

      “And when Bethany turns out to have been the killer, you can laugh at me.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “She’s bottom of my list, too. I’m going to put Fred first for the same reason you did. He’s an unknown, which makes him an appealing possibility. I’d put Kyla next because she had the strongest motive for wanting them both dead. Then Parker, followed by the Ansonexes in no particular order because I haven’t met them yet.”

      “What happens now?” I asked as Jonathan stood up.

      “Now I go and find Fred Neill and have a long talk with him. If you’d like to meet him, I can arrange it.”

      “No, not at all. I’m not interested in getting any more involved in this case than I already am. I didn’t even want to be this involved.”

      “Well, I appreciate your time and your input. If you learn anything else, please let me know.”

      He walked out the door before I could reply.

      “And then he vanished into the night, off to save the world from murderers and other villains,” I muttered as I locked the door behind him.

      “Meroow,” Singer said.

      I looked at the clock. “You’re right. It is time for a snack.”

      I gave her a treat and then grabbed a cookie from my small stash of sweet treats that I kept in a drawer. In theory, we had unlimited access to food on the ship, but the rules surrounding the times we were allowed in the restaurant complicated things. I felt better knowing that I had a few things in my cabin in case I needed a snack.

      If I hadn’t found a dead body and been upgraded to A Deck, I’d have access to the vending machines on B Deck. Right now a cake vending machine sounded good, but Grenzo had said that they sometimes ran out of cake. I nibbled my way through my cookie as I tried to relax and forget about everything that had happened since I’d woken up that morning.
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      When I opened my eyes the next morning, my first inclination was to close them again. I could have breakfast delivered to my room and avoid seeing anyone associated with the murders that had taken place in the cabin across the corridor from mine. I rolled over and squeezed my eyes shut, telling myself to go back to sleep. Five minutes later, I gave up.

      My mind was racing, and I was hungry. Singer was still fast asleep in her fancy cat bed. I showered and then got dressed before refilling her water and food bowls.

      “What’s on my schedule for today?” I asked my smart cube.

      “Today you are visiting Zenopia,” the cube told me.

      “Zenopia? We aren’t anywhere near Zenopia. This ship doesn’t stop on Zenopia.”

      “Today you are visiting Zenopia,” the cube repeated. “Your transport leaves in twenty minutes. Do not miss your transport.”

      “We’re in the middle of space. I can’t get a transport here.”

      “You have an appointment with the sultan of Zenopia at one o’clock. He will be sharing his plans for the future of the planet with you at that time.”

      I sighed. “I think you have me confused with someone else. Even if we were stopping on Zenopia, which we are not, the sultan wouldn’t want to meet with me.”

      “Do you want me to cancel the appointment?”

      I swallowed a laugh. What would happen if my cube contacted the sultan of Zenopia and asked to cancel an appointment that I clearly didn’t have? It was almost worth finding out, except the last thing I wanted to do was call any attention to myself.

      “No, don’t do anything. Just sit there,” I told the cube. As I headed for the door, I paused. “Actually, reboot yourself. Something is scrambled somewhere. Maybe if you reboot, you’ll feel better.”

      “Thank you for caring about how I feel. That really means a lot,” the cube said. “Rebooting now.”

      As the cube began to hum and flash different colors, I let myself out of the cabin. While the malfunctions were annoying, it really made little difference to my life. I had been using the cube’s calendar function to plan my studies, but I’d been working through a unit each day, which was easy enough to remember.

      “Table two,” I was told at the entrance to the restaurant. I was happy to see that the table was empty as the mech-bot led me to it. I was pretty sure it had been table nine the last time I’d sat there, but I didn’t argue. As soon as I was seated, I pulled up the menu and ordered. Ideally, I’d get to eat alone and get back to my cabin without having to speak to anyone. I was playing on my datapad when a man sat down opposite me.

      I looked up and then looked around for the mech-bot who’d brought him to my table. I couldn’t find one.

      “Hi,” he said, giving me a sheepish grin. He looked to be in his mid-thirties. His hair was sandy brown and looked as if he’d just run his hand through it. I assumed that it was a deliberate style choice.

      “Hi?” I replied, making the word a question.

      “Colonel Brazee suggested that I talk to you,” he said as a food trolley stopped next to the table.

      “Why?” I asked as I began to take my breakfast off the trolley.

      The man sighed. “I talked to the Colonel last night. When we were done talking, I said I wished I had someone I could talk to who wouldn’t immediately think I was guilty of anything. He suggested you.”

      While I suspected I already knew the answer, I asked the obvious question. “What do people think you’re guilty of?”

      “Killing Dusty, of course. Oh, and her husband, Anson, I suppose, but mostly Dusty.”

      “Perhaps you should introduce yourself.”

      He flushed. “Sorry, I didn’t think. I’m Fred Neill. I’m pretty sure you’ve heard of me.”

      I hesitated before I nodded. “Your name came up in a conversation, yes.”

      He sighed. “No doubt my name was followed by the word ‘stalker.’ It’s practically my last name now. Fred Neill Stalker, nice to meet you.”

      I took a bite of breakfast and chewed slowly. Fred looked around and then looked at me.

      “I probably won’t get served here, will I? I was supposed to sit at table six. They didn’t even want to let me in because I usually have breakfast later in the day.”

      “Maybe you should go and sit at table six until they take your order.  You can pop back and grab the food when it’s delivered, too.”

      “I’d rather stay here and talk to you. I’m not very hungry – not after everything that’s happened.”

      I took a deep breath. “The person who mentioned your name did say that you’d been stalking Dusty.”

      Fred nodded. “She filed to get a restraining order, so everyone in the galaxy thinks I was stalking her. It wasn’t that simple, though.”

      “No?”

      “We met at a party. I’m nowhere near as wealthy as she is, but my family has some money. I’m an only child, so I’ll inherit quite a lot when my parents die. I don’t usually go to the same sorts of parties that Dusty used to attend, but after she got married, she started going places with her husband – places she wouldn’t have gone before they met.”

      “And you met her at one of those places?”

      “Exactly. The details don’t really matter, I suppose. What matters is that we met, and I felt swept off my feet. We talked for three hours straight, just the two of us. Of course I knew who she was, and I knew she was married, but she told me that she and her husband were having problems and that she didn’t think they’d be together for much longer. Of course, she denied saying any of that later, but I swear to you that is what she told me the night we met.”

      I nodded. “I never met Dusty, so I’m happy to believe you.”

      He grinned at me. “Colonel Brazee was right to suggest that I talk to you. When I talked to him, I don’t think he believed anything I said.”

      “So what happened after that first night?”

      “At the end of the evening, Dusty’s husband found her and said it was time to go. She got my message ID and sent me a message before they’d even left the party. I replied, of course, agreeing to meet for lunch the next day.”

      “The next day?”

      Fred flushed. “It all happened so fast. I’d enjoyed talking to her so much. I couldn’t wait to see her again.”

      “What happened next? When did it all go wrong?”

      “We had lunch the next day and then dinner a few days later. She kept telling me that she was planning to leave her husband, but she had to wait for the right time.” He flushed again. “I should add that we always met in public and nothing physical ever happened. We never even held hands. I kissed her cheek once, but that was our only kiss.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said as he blinked back tears.

      “After that dinner, she started to get more distant. I had been messaging her every day, but when she stopped responding, instead of stopping, I started messaging more and more often. When that didn’t work, I decided that I needed to see her. I was sure that once we were together, she’d realize that she cared for me.” He sighed and looked down at the table. “I behaved badly.”

      “Do you want to order?” the mech-bot interrupted.

      “Just coffee,” Fred told him.

      “You should eat,” I said. “You need to look after yourself.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “He’ll have a bowl of fruit, toast, a waffle, and eggs with bacon,” I told the mech-bot.

      “Right away,” the bot said before it flew away.

      “I’ll never eat all of that,” Fred said.

      “But it gives you options,” I replied. “You can eat whatever sounds good when it all arrives.”

      “I guess.”

      “So Dusty had lunch and then dinner with you and then stopped speaking to you?”

      “More or less. She stopped responding to my messages for the most part, but every so often she’d send a quick reply, something like ‘thinking of you’ or ‘just saying hi.’ It was just enough to keep me hoping.”

      “Surely, if she didn’t want to be involved, she shouldn’t have been encouraging you?”

      “The thing was, she sent all the messages through FlameFlop.”

      I frowned. FlameFlop was famous throughout the galaxy. You could use the app to send messages, and those messages would disappear forever ten minutes after they’d been read. The company had been cited in thousands of divorce cases, but thus far no one had worked out a way to retrieve the “flamed” messages once they were gone.

      “That should have told you something,” I suggested.

      “Except I didn’t notice at first. When I did ask her about it, she said she didn’t want her husband to realize that she’d found someone else. She was worried about what he might get if they divorced. I was dumb enough to believe her. I was also dumb enough to not send my messages through FlameFlop or any other app.”

      “So what happened?”

      “I’ll cut the story short,” he said as a food trolley stopped at the table. It took him several seconds to unload all of the food that I’d ordered for him. He took a few bites of fruit and then started on the waffle.

      “You were saying?” I said eventually.

      “Sorry, I guess I was hungry,” he said around a mouthful of eggs. He swallowed and then took a sip of coffee. “I kept messaging her. She messaged me back occasionally. I decided I wanted to see her. I started going everywhere I thought she might be. Sometimes I’d see her at a distance in a crowd. Once or twice, I got close enough to speak to her, but she basically pretended that she didn’t know me. Then, a short while later, I’d get a message from her, saying she needed to be careful in front of Anson.”

      “How terrible for you.”

      “It was terrible. I should have walked away. No, I should have run away. Instead, I increased my efforts. I started trying to be everywhere she might possibly be. In the end, it was Anson who called the police and complained about me. Dusty pressed charges to keep him happy.”

      While I wasn’t sure I believed what he was saying, I was fairly certain that he believed what he’d told me. “So then what?”

      “I was ordered to stop contacting Dusty. I was also ordered to stay a certain distance away from her. The whole thing was terribly unpleasant for me and upset my parents. They cut me off and told me to find a job and start supporting myself. But then, at the very last minute, just before everything was supposed to happen, Dusty dismissed the case.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means none of the restrictions were ever put into place. All of the charges were dropped and that was the end of that.”

      “So what happened next?”

      He sighed. “She messaged me. She apologized and said she wanted to see me. I was smart enough to refuse. I’d managed to find a job, and I was saving every credit so that I could get off Cenclare. I didn’t even care where I would end up. I just wanted to get away from Dusty.”

      “Was she very upset when you said no?”

      “I didn’t say no. I didn’t reply. I just ignored her. She messaged me every day, sometimes multiple times a day, for over a week. After that, I blocked any messages coming in through FlameFlop. I should have done that in the very beginning, and it would have saved me from all of the drama.”

      “So how did you end up on the  Lady Elizabeth with her and Anson?”

      “No one wants to believe me, but it was a complete coincidence. I’d call it an unfortunate coincidence, really. A few months ago, my parents agreed to speak to me about what had happened. I know they don’t believe my version of events, but because Dusty had dropped all of the charges, they agreed to forget that the entire thing ever happened. When I told them I wanted off of Cenclare, they were more than happy to buy me a ticket to Val Segas.”

      “Why Val Segas?”

      “That’s where they live now. I grew up on Cenclare, but they moved to Val Segas about ten years ago. They prefer the lifestyle there.”

      “So they bought you a ticket on the  Lady Elizabeth?”

      He laughed. “Actually, they bought me a ticket for the Countess Angela. That would have gotten me most of the way to Val Segas. Then I was supposed to change ships for the last quarter or so of the journey. When InmonCorp announced that the  Lady Elizabeth was ready to sail, though, I swapped the ticket I had for a cabin here. The  Lady Elizabeth is faster, and I don’t have to change ships.”

      “Did you know that Dusty and Anson were going to be on board?”

      “I didn’t know they were on board until Colonel Brazee came and questioned me last night.” He sighed. “No one believes that, of course.”

      I nodded as he took another bite of food. While he worked his way through his breakfast, I tried to think.

      “There isn’t any way you can prove that you didn’t know they were here,” I said thoughtfully a short while later.

      “I showed him the messages I sent to my mother after I boarded where I said how happy I was to finally be putting some distance between myself and Dusty, but I guess that doesn’t really prove anything.”

      “So what do you think happened to them?”

      Fred frowned. “I’ve been thinking about that since last night. I barely slept. I think Anson killed her and then himself.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “He knew Dusty was unhappy. He must have known that she was thinking about a divorce. While she never said she was actually afraid of him, she also didn’t have many nice things to say about him.”

      “That’s a long way from murder.”

      He shrugged. “It’s also the only thing that makes sense.”

      “I’m going to guess that you can’t imagine Dusty being the killer.”

      Fred stared at me for a moment and then began to laugh. “No, I can’t. Not in a million years. Dusty loved life, and she had everything to live for. Yes, her marriage was falling apart, but that was a minor inconvenience, really. She’d didn’t need to kill Anson to get rid of him. She had more than enough money to pay him to go away.”

      “So why hadn’t she already done that? Why go on a long-haul space journey with the man? Twenty-six sectors is a long time to share a cabin with someone you no longer love.”

      “It was complicated. That doesn’t mean that Dusty had any reason to kill anyone, just that it wasn’t as straightforward as simply leaving Anson or even paying him to go away. I don’t know all of the details, but Dusty said a few things when we were together about there being certain issues keeping her from leaving the man.”

      “So maybe she did have a motive for murder.”

      Fred shook his head. “They were minor issues. She was working through them.”

      “Or maybe she was just telling you what she thought you wanted to hear.”

      Fred’s jaw dropped. He shut his eyes and then inhaled slowly. “She never lied to me,” he said in a low voice, his eyes still closed.

      “She took you to court for stalking even though she was encouraging you to do it.”

      He sighed. “That was complicated, too.”

      “I think you need to stop making excuses for her.”

      He laughed harshly. “You sound like my therapist – I should say my former therapist. I thought she would help, but I never should have tried to talk to anyone who had any connection to Dusty, really.”

      “That does seem an unusual choice.”

      He shrugged. “I knew she was Anson’s ex-wife. I thought she’d be a good choice because I assumed that she hated the man. Ex-partners are supposed to hate one another, aren’t they? I thought she’d sympathize with how Anson was ruining my life. I assumed that he’d ruined hers.”

      “And that wasn’t the case?”

      “She was still in love with him. They were still friendly, too. I didn’t find out until a few sessions into my program with her that Karen was still in love with Anson and that she hated Dusty. Once I realized those things, I ended my sessions, of course.”

      “That was probably wise.”

      “She was nice, and she actually seemed to care, but she didn’t understand how I felt about Dusty. She did everything she could to encourage me to see Dusty as the enemy in everything that had happened.”

      “I can see her point.”

      He sighed. “I’ll never believe anything bad about that woman.”

      “That surprises me. She didn’t treat you very well.”

      “I think she did the best she could under the circumstances. She did what she needed to do to keep her marriage together. Like I said, it was complicated. I’ll add that if she had decided that the only way out of her marriage was if Anson died, she could have hired herself an expert, someone who would never have been traced back to her.”

      “What if she did that and the expert messed up?”

      “People as wealthy as Dusty don’t hire people who make mistakes, especially not mistakes that large. If Dusty had hired someone to get rid of Anson, he would have either simply disappeared or died in what looked like a tragic accident. Dusty would have been at least half a planet away when it happened as well.”

      “So, if Anson didn’t kill her and then himself, and Dusty didn’t do it, who killed them?”

      Fred swallowed a bite of fruit as he shook his head. “Like I said earlier, Anson killing her and then himself is the only solution that makes sense. No one else had any reason to want either of them dead, let alone both of them.”

      “What happens to Dusty’s money?”

      “I’ve no idea. At one point she told me that she was planning to leave everything to charity, but I don’t know if that’s what she actually did.”

      “If she didn’t leave it to charity, who might be in line to inherit something?”

      He shrugged. “She had friends, but I never got to meet any of them. She didn’t really talk about them with me, but I’ve heard about some of them. She may have left something to some of her former boyfriends, too. I suppose her husband was probably named first in her will, but obviously he won’t be inheriting anything.”

      “That’s an interesting point. I wonder if the medical team will be able to work out who died first,” I said, talking mostly to myself. “If Dusty died first, then it’s possible that Anson might have inherited the fortune before he died. If that’s the case, then everything that was Dusty’s will probably go to Anson’s heirs.”

      “That isn’t fair. He killed her.”

      “And that may mean that he can’t inherit anything. I don’t really know.”

      “I can’t see that it matters.”

      “It matters if someone is about to inherit a fortune, especially if that someone is on the  Lady Elizabeth.”

      “Anson did it. It’s the only answer that makes sense.”

      “Do you know Kyla Stone?”

      “I’ve heard the name, but I’ve never met her. Dusty never mentioned her while we were together.”

      But you weren’t together much, were you? I thought. “What about Parker Bergstrom?”

      “I know Parker. My father has some business interests with the man. Are you suggesting that he might have killed Dusty and Anson? That never would have happened. I know he and Dusty dated for a few years, but that ended ages ago. If he’d been really upset about it, he might have done something back then, but there’s no way he was still angry, not after all this time.”

      “What if he was?”

      “Then he would have paid someone to get rid of Anson. If he was truly angry, he might have paid someone to get rid of both of them, but if he was going to do that, there’s no way he’d have bought a ticket on the same ship. He’d have been far away when the pair were killed.”

      I sighed. “We need more suspects.”

      Fred frowned at me. “Which is why I seem to be on the top of everyone’s list.” He looked down at the mostly empty plates and bowls on the table. “I need to go,” he said. He got up and walked out of the room before I could reply.
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      I was halfway back to my room when I bumped into Karen. She looked as if she’d been crying.

      “Karen? Are you okay?” I asked.

      She stopped and then took a deep breath. “He had another woman,” she said.

      “I’m sorry, but what?”

      “He had another woman – Anson, I mean. He was seeing someone behind Dusty’s back.”

      “How awful.”

      “He always told me about the women in his life.”

      “But you didn’t know about her?”

      “He never said a word, not a single word.”

      “How did you find out?”

      Karen swallowed hard. “She came to see me. She said she needed a shoulder to cry on, that she wanted to talk to someone who would truly understand.”

      “She’s on the  Lady Elizabeth?”

      “Oh, yes, she’s on the  Lady Elizabeth. Apparently, Anson even paid for her ticket.”

      “Oh, my.”

      “I can’t talk now. I’m late for breakfast. We’re meeting later, the Ansonexes, to talk about things. Meet us in the climate simulation room at ten o’clock.”

      Before I could object, Karen rushed past me. Wondering if I would have objected, given the chance, I continued on my way to my cabin. My smart cube was flashing red.

      “What’s the problem?” I asked as I sat down at my desk.

      “There is water running in the bathroom,” the cube told me.

      I got up and walked into the bathroom and checked the sink, the tub, and the shower. Nothing was on.

      “No, there isn’t,” I told the cube as I walked back into the room.

      “Please check the kitchen. The oven is on,” the cube told me.

      “I don’t have a kitchen.”

      “Your brother is trying to message you.”

      “I don’t have a brother, either. Did you reboot yourself this morning?”

      “I have not been restarted since tomorrow.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “Do you want me to reboot?”

      “Yes, please.”

      The small cube started to hum. It changed color from red to green to red again before the color slowly faded away. I stared at the device, waiting for it to come back on. After a full minute, I tapped on it.

      “Hello? Are you in there?”

      Nothing happened. I knew it had a manual reboot button somewhere, but I had no idea where. It took me an embarrassingly long time to locate the tiny button that was nearly flush with the surface of the cube. I pushed it and then held it as I counted to ten. The cube flashed red and then green and then blue.

      “Hello,” I said cautiously as I put the device back on the table.

      “Hello. I’m your Smart Cube Ten Zena, InmonCorp’s finest and most innovative Smart Cube ever. I can help you with every aspect of your life. Just ask me for help whenever you need it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Let’s get started by getting to know one another better. I’m Smart Cube Ten Zena. What’s your name?”

      I frowned. The cube had already been programmed with all of my data when I’d arrived in the cabin on the first day of sailing. Now it seemed to have forgotten everything it knew.

      “I’m Diana Dunn.”

      “Very good. And where are we, Diana Dunn?”

      “We’re on the  Lady Elizabeth, sailing from Cenclare to Val Segas.”

      “InmonCorp doesn’t have a ship on that route.”

      “They do now. The  Lady Elizabeth was designed for long space journeys.”

      “I need to process.” The cube went dark for a moment and then began to flash from red to orange every few seconds. I decided to ignore it and picked up my study cube. I’d just started working through a problem when the smart cube interrupted.

      “I can find no record of any ship called the Lady Diana sailing from Cenclare to Val Segas.”

      “I’m Diana. The ship is the  Lady Elizabeth.”

      “Processing.”

      The cube was still humming quietly when I got up to leave a short while later. I walked quickly to the climate simulation room. The sign on the door made me frown.

      “The Climate Simulation Room is temporarily unavailable. Please speak to a crew member if you need assistance.”

      Karen was only a few seconds behind me. She read the sign and then frowned.

      “That’s just great. Where are we supposed to meet now? We’re only one sector into the journey and things are already falling apart. Don’t be surprised if they run out of food,” she said angrily.

      “They aren’t going to run out of food,” Annie said as she joined us. “Climate Simulation rooms use a lot of very sophisticated technology. It’s not surprising that it breaks now and again. I’m sure they’ll have it fixed quickly.”

      “But we need to meet now,” Karen said.

      “So let’s go back to one of our cabins. They’re big enough for the three of us,” Annie suggested.

      “Diana is coming, too,” Karen told her.

      “The cabins are big enough for four, too,” Annie replied.

      “Whatever,” Karen said. “We’ll just wait for Bethany.”

      Bethany appeared a few moments later. After a quick consultation, we headed for Karen’s cabin. I wasn’t surprised to see that she’d done a lot to personalize her space. There were shelves full of artificial flowers and plants, pretty floral bedding, and pictures on every wall. As I sat down on the couch in the corner, I noticed that many of the pictures were of Karen and a man that I suspected was Anson Roberts. When I spotted their wedding picture, I knew I was right.

      “So what’s the emergency?” Annie asked. “I wasn’t sure we’d still be meeting now that Anson is gone.”

      “He had a girlfriend,” Karen said flatly.

      “Anson had a girlfriend? I don’t believe it,” Bethany said.

      “She had pictures,” Karen told her.

      “Start at the beginning,” Annie said.

      Karen nodded. “Last night, after dinner, I came back here, but I was feeling restless, so I went for a walk around the deck. The Climate Simulation Room was occupied, so I went and sat in the video lounge and pretended to watch some dumb movie from thousands of years ago.”

      “What movie?” Bethany asked. When everyone looked at her, she flushed. “I love those old movies, especially the ones set in space. They had some really weird ideas about what the future would hold.”

      “This was some movie about a shark or maybe a bunch of sharks. I wasn’t really watching. I just needed to be distracted, even though I wasn’t.” Karen sighed. “I didn’t know what to do with myself.”

      “I felt the same way,” Annie said. “I ended up engaging my virtual reality set and spending several hours exploring imaginary worlds.”

      “I took a tablet and went to bed early,” Bethany said.

      “That was probably the most sensible thing to do,” Karen said. “Anyway, I sat and tried to watch the video, but I wasn’t really paying attention. They stopped it halfway through so everyone could have drinks and snacks. I got a drink and then decided to leave before they started the video again. I’d only just gotten outside of the lounge when Helena Harper stopped me.”

      “The name is vaguely familiar,” Annie said.

      Karen nodded. “She’s a minor celebrity in the world of fashion.”

      “She makes tiny handbags, doesn’t she?” Annie asked.

      “Yes, tiny, useless, but adorable handbags,” Karen told her. “They’re also ridiculously expensive. Apparently, Dusty had several of her bags.”

      “And she was dating Anson behind Dusty’s back?” Bethany asked.

      Karen frowned. “I only have her version of events, of course. Anson never told me anything. I assume he didn’t tell either of you anything, either?”

      Annie shook her head. “And he usually told me about the women in his life, when he was between wives.”

      “I hadn’t spoken to him recently, but he definitely didn’t mention anything the last time we did speak,” Bethany said.

      “Would you have expected him to tell you about a new girlfriend?” I asked Bethany.

      She nodded. “He always told me about the women he was seeing. He always said he didn’t like secrets or surprises.”

      “He always told me the same thing, but apparently he was capable of keeping secrets under certain circumstances,” Karen said.

      “Maybe Helena is lying. Maybe she made the whole thing up just to get some attention or something,” Annie said.

      “Maybe, but as I said, she had pictures,” Karen replied.

      “Unaltered pictures?” Bethany asked.

      Karen nodded. “They were all Veristamped. I checked. And it wasn’t like she was just standing next to Anson at a party or something. She had some very intimate photos of them together, Veristamped as untouched.”

      “And you checked the dates?” Annie asked.

      “The last one was taken just a few days before the  Lady Elizabeth left Cenclare. In it, she and Anson were holding up a small sign that said, ‘Going to Val Segas’ on it.”

      “Like the ones that InmonCorp sent out with our tickets?” Annie asked.

      “Exactly,” Karen said.

      Bethany shook her head. “So what did she tell you about the relationship?”

      “Apparently, they met when Anson decided to order a handbag for Dusty. He wanted something extra special for their anniversary, or so he told Helena, anyway.”

      “It would be like him to buy something special for an anniversary, even if he was planning to end things immediately after,” Bethany said.

      The other two women both nodded.

      “So he messaged her to order a bag. What happened next?” Annie asked.

      “Ah, but that’s the thing. He didn’t message her. Apparently, they were introduced at a party. When he realized that she was one of Dusty’s favorite designers, he asked her for an appointment to talk about what he wanted. They met a few days later at Helena’s studio on Cenclare.”

      “By which time Anson had already decided that he was interested,” Bethany said. “I’m guessing, but it seems likely.”

      Karen nodded. “I thought the same thing, but I didn’t suggest that to Helena. She seemed to think that he was genuinely just interested in a bag at that first appointment.”

      “So what happened?” Annie asked.

      “They talked about the bag, and then Anson started asking her questions about herself. Apparently, they talked for hours, and Anson made her feel like the only person in the entire world that mattered to him,” Karen replied.

      Annie laughed harshly. “I know that feeling. He was an expert at that.”

      “But usually only when he was single, right?” Bethany asked. “I mean, as far as I know, he never cheated on any of us.”

      “He always told me that he’d never cheat on anyone, that the women he knew and loved deserved to be treated with respect, and that respect included ending the relationship before even looking at other women,” Annie said.

      “Yeah, and he was never hesitant to end a relationship,” Karen said dryly.

      “But this time he started a relationship with Helena even though he and Dusty were still together,” Annie said. “Why would Helena agree to such a thing?”

      “According to Helena, Anson told her that his marriage to Dusty was over, but that they were still pretending to be together for all sorts of complicated reasons. The fact that they’d met because he was buying Dusty an anniversary present would have worried me, but Helena believed Anson when he said that it was all for show,” Karen told them.

      “If someone told me all of that, I’d ask to meet the wife,” Annie said.

      “That was supposed to happen on the  Lady Elizabeth,” Karen told her. “According to Helena, Anson promised to introduce her to Dusty on the ship. He said they’d be safe here because there wouldn’t be anyone watching them.”

      “And she believed him,” Annie said.

      “Maybe he was telling the truth,” Bethany suggested. “Maybe he and Dusty had split up, but they were waiting for the right time to tell the world.”

      “We know they were having problems,” Karen said. “But nothing Anson ever said to me suggested that they’d actually separated.”

      “They were sailing together in the same small cabin,” I said. “I can’t see a couple who were separated agreeing to do that.”

      Bethany nodded. “Anson told me that he and Dusty were having problems, but that they were working on it. He seemed to think that they were going to work things out.”

      “Which wasn’t like him, either,” Karen said. “He never gave any of us a chance to try to work things out. As soon as he started to get bored with each of us, he just ended the relationship.”

      “None of us have the sort of money that Dusty had,” Bethany said.

      Karen stared at her. “You say that as if you think that Anson married Dusty for her money.”

      Bethany shrugged. “I loved the man, but he’d clearly changed. Maybe he did marry Dusty for her money. Yesterday, before I found out that he was dead, I would have sworn that he would never cheat on anyone and that he and Dusty were still together. Now I don’t think I ever really knew him at all.”

      “I’m starting to feel the same way,” Karen said with a sigh. “I didn’t think he kept secrets from me, and now I know otherwise.”

      Annie nodded. “He wasn’t behaving like himself, or rather, he wasn’t behaving like the man I thought he was.”

      “Does that mean you can see him killing Dusty?” I asked them all.

      Karen closed her eyes and inhaled slowly. “I want to say no,” she said after a moment. “I want to say that he would never have done such a thing, but the man I loved would never have cheated on anyone, not even Dusty. I’m afraid I can’t answer that question.”

      “I don’t know what to think,” Annie said. “One of the things that I admired about Anson, even as he was breaking my heart, was that he ended things with me before he went out looking for someone else. I never thought he’d cheat on anyone, and I’m surprised he was cheating on Dusty.”

      “What else did Helena have to say?” Bethany asked.

      “That she was devastated. That she’d never loved anyone as much as she loved Anson. That she had been busy planning to spend the rest of her life with him. That there was no way that he killed Dusty, and even if he had, he would never have killed himself,” Karen replied.

      “That seems a bit contradictory,” I said.

      Karen shrugged. “She was nearly hysterical. She wasn’t thinking. She told me that he’d told her that she made him happier than any woman he’d ever met, and that they had been planning for an amazing future together on Val Segas.”

      “Anson was planning to move to Val Segas?” Annie asked.

      “According to Helena, yes,” Karen replied.

      Bethany shook her head. “I didn’t know the man at all.”

      “Maybe he was lying to Helena,” Annie said. “Because I talked to Anson about Val Segas several times, and he always said he loved visiting for about a week, but that he always felt as if he couldn’t wait to leave after that.”

      Karen nodded. “I told Helena that I didn’t think Anson really wanted to live there. She was insistent, though. According to her, Anson talked her into closing her business in Cenclare. She was going to start over again in Val Segas.”

      “I know she’s fairly well-known, but that seems risky,” Annie said.

      “It was risky, but apparently Anson promised to help her out financially until she was able to get reestablished. Helena said he gave her the impression that he was going to get a generous settlement from Dusty when they finally divorced,” Karen said.

      Bethany and Annie both laughed.

      “That was never going to happen. Anson must have signed a pre-marriage agreement before they got married. There’s no way Dusty would have married him otherwise,” Annie said.

      “And that agreement won’t be generous,” Bethany added. “Even if Dusty was madly in love, she wouldn’t have agreed to give him much more than the required minimum.”

      “Which isn’t enough to support himself on Val Segas, let alone Helena, too,” Annie added.

      “Helena seemed to think that Dusty had good reasons to be generous,” Karen said.

      “What sort of reasons?” Annie asked.

      Karen shrugged. “When I asked, she just shrugged and said that Dusty owed Anson something if she wanted him to keep his mouth shut about everything that had happened during their marriage.”

      Annie and Bethany exchanged glances.

      “Anson was going to blackmail Dusty into giving him a generous settlement?” Annie asked.

      “That’s how it sounded,” Karen said.

      “We didn’t know Anson at all,” Bethany said sadly.

      “If I’d known all of this before yesterday, I might have killed him myself,” Karen muttered.

      Annie frowned. “Don’t say that too loudly,” she said, glancing at me. “You might struggle to prove that you didn’t know that Anson was having an affair.”

      “If I’d known, I would have stopped speaking to him. I’d have told Dusty, too, even though I hated her,” Karen said. “She was a horrible person, but she deserved to know the truth about the man she’d married.”

      Annie nodded. “I’d have told her, if I’d known.”

      “Me too,” Bethany said. “But what if she found out? What if, when she found out, she killed Anson? In her place, I’d have been mad enough to do it.”

      “What if she found out because Anson introduced her to Helena?” Karen asked. “Maybe, when Dusty found out, she tried to hurt Helena and Anson, or Helena fought back. Maybe Helena killed Dusty, and then when Anson got upset, she killed him, too.”

      “You didn’t like her, then,” Bethany said with a small smile.

      “I didn’t like her.  I don’t like women who sleep with other women’s husbands. She should have insisted on meeting Dusty before she got involved with Anson,” Karen replied.

      “I don’t even know what to think anymore,” Bethany said.

      Karen’s wrist unit buzzed. She glanced at the screen and then frowned. “I don’t believe it.”

      “What?” Annie asked.

      “It’s Helena. She’s just invited me to attend a memorial service for Anson.”

      Bethany gasped. “She’s what?”

      “She’s having a memorial service for Anson this afternoon in the Gathering Room on B Deck. Apparently, she managed to convince the captain, or maybe Shawn, that she was the appropriate person to organize one,” Karen said.

      “And she’s invited you to come along?” Annie asked.

      “Oh, you’re both invited, too,” Karen said. “She said she thought that all of the Ansonexes should be there to share memories of the very special man we’ve all lost.”

      “She knows about all of us, then,” Annie said.

      “Oh, yes, apparently Anson told her all about us,” Karen said bitterly. “If only the reverse was true.”

      A series of soft chimes filled the air.

      “Good morning,” a voice said. “The entire crew of the  Lady Elizabeth hopes that you are enjoying your journey to Val Segas. Please don’t hesitate to ask any crew member if you need something. Sadly, we’ve had a tragic incident on the ship. Two of our passengers passed away in their cabin during our journey. More information about the unfortunate incident will be made available as appropriate. In the meantime, a very special service of remembrance for Mr. Anson Roberts will be held this afternoon at two o’clock in the Gathering Room. Everyone is welcome to attend.”

      The chimes told us that the announcement was over.

      “Well, there you go,” Karen said. “The entire blasted ship has been invited.”
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      The announcement seemed to break up the meeting. Karen didn’t say another word. She just sat and stared into the distance, a frown on her face. Bethany and Annie both muttered “goodbye” on their way out of the cabin. I stood up and looked at Karen.

      “I’ll probably see you at the memorial thing later,” I said as I walked toward the door. “Okay, well, bye.” I rushed out of the room and nearly ran back to my cabin. Jonathan was standing in the corridor outside my room.

      “I don’t want to talk,” I said as I unlocked my door.

      “But we need to talk,” he told me. “We need a plan for this afternoon.”

      “What sort of plan?” I asked as he followed me into my room. “And what’s this afternoon?”

      He chuckled. “There’s a special remembrance service for Anson. I’m sure you heard the announcement.”

      “I did, but I wasn’t planning on going. I never even met the man.” The second statement was true, even if the first was not.

      “You’ll be the only person on the ship who isn’t there. This is going to be just as big as Allen Royce’s memorial service.”

      “Because people are morbid and want to find out more about the bodies.”

      “Probably, but also because it won’t be long before the news gets out that Anson’s girlfriend is behind the event.”

      “I don’t understand why she’s planning anything.”

      “Because she persuaded Shawn to let her have a service. They’ve known each other for a long time. She makes bags for his mother and sisters.”

      “But Anson was married to someone else. Besides, doesn’t Shawn still think that Anson killed Dusty and then himself? How does that fit in with the service?”

      “As I understand it, the medical evidence is calling that conclusion into question.”

      “Oh? What does the medical evidence suggest happened?”

      Jonathan frowned. “I don’t have access to the actual report, but rumor has it that Becca suspects that they were both murdered.”

      “I don’t suppose anyone thinks that Helena Harper killed them both.”

      “It’s a possibility that did cross my mind,” Jonathan said. “Which is why we both need to be at the service. We need to keep a close eye on all of the suspects and be alert to the possibility that there could be more.”

      “When did you find out about Helena?”

      “Just a few hours ago, when she reached out to Shawn to ask about doing something to remember Anson. He’d already agreed to this afternoon’s event before I heard anything, though.”

      “Would you have tried to stop it from happening?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Maybe. It seems in poor taste, having a service for your boyfriend who was married to someone else, but Shawn told me that Helena was quite insistent that Anson and Dusty were no longer together.”

      “As evidenced by their booking a cabin together for the journey to Val Segas,” I muttered.

      “Yes, well, Shawn didn’t give the matter much thought. Helena asked if she could have the service and he said yes. When I questioned the wisdom of such a move, he just waved his hand and said that Helena makes lovely bags.”

      “Why is that relevant?”

      “I would imagine that Shawn thinks that no one who has that sort of talent could possibly be a killer.”

      “Even if she didn’t kill anyone, she was having an affair with a married man.”

      “Anson and Dusty may have been separated.”

      “They were sharing a cabin.”

      “I can’t wait to hear what you think of her after the service.”

      I frowned. “It’s going to be awkward and awful, isn’t it?”

      Jonathan laughed. “I’m counting on it.”

      We talked for a few more minutes before Jonathan remembered another appointment.

      “I’ll pick you up here at quarter to two,” he said as he headed for the door.

      “I’ll see you then,” I replied with a sigh.

      As soon as he was gone, I turned on my study cube. The meeting with the Ansonexes had kept me from completing my morning lesson. For once, the lesson seemed quite easy. I quickly worked my way through the problems and got them all right on my very first try.

      “That was weird,” I told Singer as we played together. “I’m sure I’ll get stuck again tomorrow, but at least today was a good day.”

      “You have a notification,” my smart cube announced as I started to get ready for lunch.

      “What is my notification?” I asked.

      “Welcome to the Lady Susan, the latest and greatest interplanetary travel ship InmonCorp has ever built. We hope you enjoy your journey to Cenclare. We should be arriving in Cenclare this afternoon. Please have your bags packed and be ready to exit the ship shortly.”

      “We aren’t going to Cenclare. We’re going to Val Segas,” I said. “And this isn’t the Lady Susan, either, it’s the  Lady Elizabeth.”

      “Unknown error,” the cube said before it went dark.

      “Reboot,” I suggested. “Or maybe don’t reboot. Maybe just switch off for a day or two. There’s clearly something wrong with the entire system.”

      “Unknown error,” it said again.

      “I got that,” I muttered before I went to lunch.

      The meal was uneventful, even if I did feel as if everyone in the restaurant was staring at me as I ate at a table by myself. Back in my cabin, I changed into clothes that I hoped were appropriate for the service and then brushed my hair and checked my makeup. My cheek stain was starting to get a bit light, but I wasn’t due to reapply it for another week. Otherwise, everything looked good. Jonathan was right on time.

      “This is going to be awful,” I said as we walked toward the elevators.

      “But it could be interesting,” he replied, pushing the button to call a car. While we waited, we were joined by half a dozen other people. As we boarded the elevator, I could see people emerging from their cabins all along the corridor.

      “Everyone is going to be there,” Jonathan said in a low voice as the car descended.

      The Gathering Room looked exactly the same as it had when we’d been there for Allen Royce’s service. Jonathan took my arm and led me to a seat near the front of the room.

      “I didn’t know the man,” I hissed as he sat down.

      “Neither did I, but we need to be near the front so we don’t miss anything.”

      “I don’t think I’d mind missing everything,” I muttered as I sat down next to him.

      People were talking and laughing all around the room. When everyone suddenly went quiet, I looked up from my wrist unit. The Ansonexes had arrived together and were slowly making their way down the center aisle toward the front of the room. They were all wearing almost identical black dresses and they were holding hands.

      “A united front,” Jonathan murmured. “I wonder how long that will last.”

      A minute later, as people began to talk again, this time in lowered voices, Kyla Stone walked into the room. She looked around and then walked about halfway down the aisle and took a seat. I watched as she scanned the crowd, seemingly looking for someone.

      “I wonder where Parker is,” I said.

      “He’ll make an entrance,” Jonathan predicted. “And he’ll sit in the front row.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Because his ego won’t let him sit anywhere else.”

      I frowned and then spotted someone else in the crowd. “Fred’s here,” I said, nodding toward the back of the room.

      Fred looked around and then took a seat in the back row.

      A moment later, the lights dimmed.

      “Welcome, everyone,” a voice said. “Thank you for coming.”

      A few people rushed to find seats before the lights dimmed even further. I looked at Jonathan.

      “Now what?”

      “Parker has arrived,” he said, inclining his head toward the door.

      I looked over and watched as Parker slowly made his way down the aisle in the dim light. The man strolled to a seat near the front as if he were out for a walk on a nice afternoon or something. He didn’t rush, and he didn’t seem at all bothered that everyone in the room was staring at him. Once he was settled, the lights dimmed for the third time.

      “Welcome, everyone,” the voice said again. “Thank you for coming. We’re here today to remember a very special man. Anson Roberts was a wonderful person who was loved by many.”

      As soft music began to play, various pictures appeared on the screen at the front of the room. Photos of a small child were replaced by those of a teen and then a young adult. I was surprised when wedding pictures from each of Anson’s weddings were also included. After a few pictures from his wedding to Dusty, there were a handful of photos of him with a stunningly beautiful blonde.

      “That must be Helena,” I whispered to Jonathan.

      “It is.”

      As the last photo faded from the screen, a spotlight appeared, highlighting the Ansonexes.

      “Each of Anson’s former wives would like to say something,” the voice told us.

      A broadcast bot slid into place above the three women. Karen slowly stood up. I watched the big screen as Karen appeared there, her head many times larger than life. It was obvious that she’d been crying, although she appeared to have her emotions under control as she cleared her throat.

      “I’m Karen Sue Walker Roberts,” she said. “I was Anson’s first wife. When we married, I thought we’d be together forever. Anson broke my heart, but in the end, I forgave him because his friendship was still important to me, even after our marriage ended. I never stopped loving him, and I’m going to miss him terribly.”

      She sat back down and closed her eyes, letting her head fall back against her chair.

      Annie stood up and frowned at the broadcast bot as her face appeared on the big screen. She turned slightly, casting some of her face into shadows.

      “I’m Annie Adams. I was Anson’s second wife. He was very special to me, but I’ve now been forced to accept the fact that I never truly knew the man. I loved the man I thought he was, though, and I’ll be forever grateful that I had him in my life, however briefly.”

      She sat down as she said the last word. Karen whispered something and Annie shook her head.

      “I guess it’s my turn,” Bethany said as she stood up. “I’m Bethany Pratt. I was Anson’s third wife, so I should have known better. Anson had a way of persuading you to do things, though, even when you did know better. I loved him a lot, and I was happy to remain his friend even after our divorce. I’m going to miss him.”

      As Bethany sat down, the lights went out altogether. In the total darkness, soft music began to play again. I counted to six hundred and three before the spotlight switched back on, illuminating a woman standing at the very back of the room. The light followed her as she slowly walked down the center aisle toward the front of the room.

      I recognized her from the pictures she’d shared earlier. Helena was incredibly beautiful. She was wearing a black gown that floated around her as she walked. The broadcast bot followed her as she climbed onto the stage.

      “Thank you all for coming,” she said when she turned to face us. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Helena Harper. I was very special to Anson in the last months of his life.”

      As she spoke, more pictures of her and Anson began to appear on the screen behind her.

      “Anson was a complicated man,” she continued. “He was in a difficult situation, and neither of us was looking for love when we met. Sometimes, though, things happen that no one is expecting. Anson and I fell in love despite both of us fighting against it. Love has its own power, and that power overwhelmed both of us.”

      She stopped and looked at the screen. As several photos of the couple walking on the beach were shown, she used a tissue to pat her eyes.

      “I was hesitant to plan this service today because Anson and I were very private people. We kept our relationship private, and I wasn’t certain I wanted to share it with anyone, let alone everyone. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized that I had to share our story. The only way I could properly grieve for the man I loved and lost was if everyone knew that I was grieving. I also needed to celebrate the very special nature of our relationship. Anson was someone so very wonderful. You all need to know about him.”

      The photos started back at the beginning, with Anson as a young child. Helena stared at the screen for a moment and then used the tissue again.

      “I need to thank Karen, Annie, and Bethany for being so caring toward Anson, even after their marriages to him ended,” she continued. “He had nothing but good things to say about each of you. I know that he never intended to break any of your hearts, and that he entered into each of his marriages firmly believing that he was marrying for life.”

      “I doubt that,” Jonathan whispered.

      “Anyone who knows me knows that I don’t shy away from difficult topics. Yes, it’s true, Anson was married when we met. He and Dusty were working together to decide how best to end their marriage. Because of their circumstances, it was never going to be a simple split. What was most important to me was that they were working together, with love, to end things as friends.”

      “I can’t imagine that would have ever happened,” Jonathan said.

      “I reached out to some of Anson’s former work colleagues and asked them to share their thoughts on Anson,” Helena said. She turned to watch the screen. A handful of men and women spoke in turn about how clever Anson had been. As the videos ran, Jonathan looked at me.

      “On a ship with very limited outside communications, how did she pull that off?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I know you aren’t seriously asking me that question. I have no idea.”

      “She must be closer to Shawn than I realized,” he said. “Or maybe she knows Captain Ryder or someone else on the crew. It would have to be someone pretty senior, though, to get her access to the communications systems.”

      “The entire service is a good deal more sophisticated than I was expecting,” I said.

      “Yes, it’s very slick. Someone spent a lot of time and effort on this. I wonder who it was.”

      “Helena?”

      “I’m sure she was the force behind it, but I can’t imagine she had anything to do with the actual work that went into setting it all up. It’s very different from what they did for Allen.”

      “I can’t thank those people enough for taking the time to share their thoughts,” Helena said as the last video on the screen faded away. “I should add that I could have included dozens more of the same sorts of messages. Everyone who knew Anson loved him, from his coworkers to his neighbors to his former wives and girlfriends.”

      “What are we going to get next, then?” I asked Jonathan. “Neighbors or former girlfriends?”

      He chuckled. “I think we’re getting close to the end.”

      Helena patted her eyes again. “I really appreciate you all for being here. I have a number of short segments from some of the people who used to be Anson’s neighbors. Of course, once he married Dusty, he no longer had neighbors, but the people who’d formerly lived near him still had very fond memories of him. I don’t want to take up too much of your time today, though. I can assure you that every one of those special moments will be played and replayed when I’m alone in my cabin, but I also invite anyone who is interested to message me. I’d be more than happy to send you copies of everything that I was fortunate enough to receive.”

      Jonathan tapped on his wrist unit. “Must remember to ask for all of the videos,” he muttered. “I doubt they’ll help in any way, but I still want to look at them.”

      “Did Anson keep working after he married Dusty?” I asked him.

      “Officially, yes. He kept his job, but Dusty owned the company where he worked. I doubt very much that he did much work after the wedding.”

      “His colleagues were very nice about him.”

      “The ones that Helena shared with us, anyway. I suspect I could find a few who didn’t care for the man if I went digging.”

      “Will you?”

      “Maybe. We’ll see. If I can see it helping with the investigation in any way, then yes, but at this point I doubt it would.”

      On the stage, Helena was watching the pictures again.

      “I wish I could have some of Anson’s family share their thoughts with you, but Anson’s parents passed away years ago. He didn’t have any siblings, and I was able to find only a handful of very distant cousins on his father’s side. None of them had ever even met Anson, so they were unable to share anything today.”

      “Interesting,” Jonathan said, tapping on his wrist unit again.

      “Why?”

      “Distant relatives, if they are the only relatives, could have a motive for murder.”

      “But they aren’t even on the  Lady Elizabeth.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      I sighed. “Surely Helena would have said something if any of them were here.”

      “Maybe. It’s just another thing to consider. I was told that Anson didn’t have any living relatives.”

      “Surely everyone has at least a few living relatives, if you go back far enough.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I’ve no idea how far back Helena went to find these people, but I’m going to find out.”

      “I believe I’ve talked enough,” Helena said. “Or rather, I believe I need to stop. I could talk all day about the wonderful man that I loved and lost, but I’ve already shared a great deal. I want you all to know that Anson was the best thing that ever happened to me, and that he made me happy every minute of every day when we were together.”

      “How much time did they really spend together, though?” I asked.

      “That’s a good question.”

      “And now,” Helena said, “I want to give everyone in this room a chance to speak. We’ve heard from Anson’s former wives, but there may be other people here who knew Anson. I want to hear from you, whoever you are. If you stand up, the broadcast bot will come to you.”

      “Here we go,” Jonathan said as the lights were turned up a bit. I watched the broadcast bot as it moved around the room. As Kyla stood up, I frowned.

      “Hello,” Helena said to Kyla.

      “Yeah, hi,” Kyla replied. “This has been lovely and moving and touching, if completely unbelievable. Anson Roberts was a lying, cheating, monster who murdered his wife and then took his own life so that he wouldn’t have to deal with the consequences.”
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      After a moment of shocked silence, it seemed as if everyone in the room started talking at once. I watched as Helena tapped on her wrist unit. The broadcast bot moved away from Kyla back toward the stage. A minute later, the lights went out again. Everyone fell silent as the spotlight focused on Helena again.

      She smiled tightly. “I’m not going to address rumors or speculation. We are here today to remember Anson Roberts, the man I loved. I want people who knew Anson to share their memories, but I won’t allow ugly comments about what might have happened in Anson’s final hours.”

      “We want to hear them,” a voice in the crowd shouted.

      “You’ll get to hear them at the memorial service for Dusty,” Kyla said loudly. “We’ll talk about what really happened to my dearest friend.”

      “You may do what you like at another event,” Helena said. “But do make an effort to limit your remarks to things that are proven so you don’t get yourself into trouble.”

      Kyla shrugged. “You are proof that Anson treated his wife, Dusty, quite horribly. Whatever he told you, he and Dusty were not separated in any way when they died.”

      Helena shook her head. “They had agreed to end their marriage.”

      “That isn’t what she told me,” Kyla snapped back. “And we talked about it right before the ship sailed. She told me that she and Anson were having problems, but that they were determined to work through them.”

      “She was telling you what she thought you wanted to hear.”

      Kyla laughed. “That’s so not true. She knew that I wanted her to end things with Anson. She was telling me the truth. Anson was telling you what he thought he needed to tell you to get you into bed.”

      “Anson wasn’t like that,” Helena protested. “His former wives will say the same.”

      Karen stood up. The broadcast bot moved closer to her.

      “The Anson that I knew and loved never cheated on anyone. He was always very careful to end one relationship before beginning another. He hadn’t told me that he and Dusty were separating, but I can’t imagine him starting a new relationship if that wasn’t the case.”

      Kyla laughed. “You can’t imagine, but you don’t know. Whatever Anson was like when he married you, he’d clearly changed. Maybe being married to one of the wealthiest people in the galaxy changes a person. But I knew Dusty better than anyone did. If she and Anson were separated, she would have told me.”

      “Unless she didn’t want to admit that you were right,” Helena argued. “She knew that you didn’t care for Anson. You may have even advised her not to marry him. Telling you about the separation would have meant admitting to you that she’d made a mistake.”

      Kyla’s face filled the big screen. To me, it looked as if Helena’s words had hit home. She frowned and then slowly shook her head. Before she could reply, Parker stood up. The broadcast bot moved toward him.

      “Good afternoon,” he said smoothly. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Parker Bergstrom. Dusty and I were together for a time before she met Anson. After her marriage, we remained friends, although we rarely saw one another. I know I was looking forward to spending time with her on the  Lady Elizabeth, and I hope she felt the same way.”

      “So who killed her?” someone shouted.

      Parker shook his head. “I won’t be drawn into speculation. The ship’s security team is dealing with the investigation into the unfortunate deaths. I merely wanted to say a few words about Anson.”

      “Please do,” Helena said.

      I thought she looked apprehensive, though.

      “Of course I wasn’t happy when Dusty left me for Anson,” Parker said with a small chuckle. “I was very fond of Dusty, and I thought we were good together, but when she met Anson, she fell madly in love almost immediately.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” Kyla said.

      Parker grinned at her. “His charms were lost on me as well, but Dusty clearly adored him. For a time I lost touch with Dusty. I was busy with other things, and she had Anson and little time for anyone else. Eventually, though, she and I began to reconnect. I began to spend more time in Cenclare for business reasons while Dusty was temporarily based there. I’m sorry, Helena, but in all the times I talked to Dusty, she never once said anything to me that suggested that she and Anson were even considering ending their marriage.”

      “Again, perhaps she didn’t want to admit that you were right when you told her not to marry Anson,” Helena said.

      Parker shrugged. “I suppose that’s possible, but we did have long conversations about the state of her marriage. They were having difficulties, she freely admitted that. She’d given Anson a generous allowance when they’d married, and he’d kept his job as well. She was quite annoyed that he was still asking her for additional credits almost every day.”

      “I’m sure Dusty could afford it,” Helena said.

      “That wasn’t the point, though,” Parker argued. “He had his own income and an allowance. He shouldn’t have been asking for more.”

      “Thank you for your remarks,” Helena said.

      “I’m not done,” Parker said sharply. “I’m sorry if my comments are upsetting, but I think you deserve to know what was really happening in Anson’s marriage. He bought their tickets for the  Lady Elizabeth. He told Dusty that he thought it would be wonderful for them to get away from Cenclare for a while and to spend some time out of touch with the rest of the galaxy. She was reluctant to agree, especially after she discovered that he’d reserved a small cabin for them rather than a suite.”

      “The cabins are incredibly luxurious,” Helena said.

      “Yes, of course, but quite small when you are accustomed to living in a large home with close to a hundred rooms,” Parker replied.

      “Not all of us are that fortunate,” Helena said dryly.

      Parker nodded. “I’m telling you all of this so you can understand certain things. Anson told Dusty that he reserved what he could afford and that if she wanted nicer accommodation, she’d have to pay for it. Dusty contacted a friend and requested a suite, but the suites were already fully reserved. After giving it some thought, Dusty agreed to come anyway, putting her marriage above her comfort.”

      “How brave of her,” someone in the crowd said sarcastically. “Imagine having to stay in a luxury cabin on an expensive space journey. If she really wanted to suffer, she should have come down to B Deck.”

      “Yeah,” someone else said. “Tiny cabins, limited hot water, empty vending machines.  B Deck would have shocked her.”

      “Yes, well, Anson told me that he and Dusty were still pretending to be together in public,” Helena said.

      Parker sighed. “Do you truly believe that Dusty would have agreed to spend twenty-six sectors in a small cabin with the man just to keep up some sort of pretense?” he asked.

      Helena shrugged. “I don’t know why Dusty came on the  Lady Elizabeth. I’d not had a chance to meet her before she died. Anson was going to introduce us, though, just as soon as we were properly underway.”

      “Of course he was,” someone in the crowd said with a laugh. “Because they were separated and all that.” He laughed again. “He was cheating, and his wife didn’t know anything about you. You have to realize that.”

      “He may not have told Dusty about me before they boarded the  Lady Elizabeth,” Helena said. “But he was going to tell her. He wanted us to be together. He was planning on moving into my cabin once we were underway.”

      “So when did you start to worry about him?” Kyla asked. “You must have been surprised when he didn’t try to speak to you once we left Cenclare.”

      Helena nodded. “I was very worried, but of course I never imagined that anything awful had happened. I just thought maybe they had space sickness or something.”

      “When did you speak to him last?” Kyla asked.

      “Right after I boarded, I sent him a message to let him know my cabin number. He messaged back that he and Dusty were getting settled and that he’d be in touch soon, but maybe not for a few days,” Helena replied.

      “That should have told you where you stood with him,” Kyla said.

      Helena sighed. “He and Dusty were keeping up appearances until the time was right to formally separate.”

      “Are you truly that naïve?” Parker asked. “Everyone who knew Dusty is telling you that she and Anson were still together. Why won’t you believe us?”

      “Because it simply isn’t true,” Helena replied. “Is there anyone else here who knew Anson and wants to speak?”

      A man at the back stood up. I remembered him from Allen Royce’s memorial service. He’d shouted angrily about the investigation into Allen’s death. As the broadcast bot moved toward him, I looked at Jonathan.

      “I very much doubt that Craig Martelle knew Anson Roberts,” he said. “But I’m pretty sure Craig has a lot to say, anyway.”

      When the bot stopped, Craig cleared his throat. “Good afternoon,” he said. “I was just wondering why the ship’s authorities are refusing to release any information about these two deaths. It seems to me that we should all be worried that two people were murdered in their cabin, but we’ve not been given any information that might help us protect ourselves.”

      “You’ll have to talk to someone from the crew about that,” Helena said, tapping her wrist unit.

      The broadcast bot began to move away from Craig.

      “I have talked to the crew,” Craig said. “What little crew is available to those of us who are traveling on B Deck, that is. They’ve given me a bunch of vague assurances that everyone is safe. That isn’t good enough. I demand to know what happened in that cabin. We have a right to know what happened in that cabin.” As the bot moved, Craig simply raised his voice to a level that was clearly audible throughout the large space.

      “He’s right,” someone shouted. “Where’s the captain or someone with some authority? Someone should be here to answer our questions.”

      Helena shook her head. “This is a remembrance service, nothing else. I’m sure more information about what happened to Anson and Dusty will be released when the investigation is concluded.”

      Kyla stood up. “He killed Dusty and then himself,” she said loudly. “That’s information that I was given by someone in authority.”

      “The case is still being investigated,” Helena said. “Until then, I urge you all to ignore the rumors that are going around the ship.”

      “We wouldn’t have to rely on rumors if we could get an official statement,” Craig said.

      “But this isn’t the time or the place for that,” Helena said. She glanced down at her wrist and then sighed and tapped on her unit. “Or maybe it is,” she muttered before taking a step backward.

      A moment later, the lights came on more brightly. Jonathan chuckled as Becca walked into the room.

      “They must have been watching things unfold from somewhere,” he said.

      “They?”

      “Captain Ryder, Shawn, Jerry, probably the entire crew, actually.”

      Becca smiled and waved at people as she made her way down the aisle to the stage. When she got there, she said something to Helena and then turned to face the crowd.

      “We wanted this to be a special time for Helena and others to share their memories of Anson,” she said. “But we do understand that some of you have questions about what happened in their cabin. Captain Ryder wanted me to come and assure each and every one of you that the incident is being thoroughly investigated.”

      “Incident?” Craig shouted. “Two people are dead. That’s more than an incident.”

      “Was it space sickness?” a voice shouted.

      Becca shook her head. “We’re certain it wasn’t space sickness.”

      “What about all the people on B Deck who do have space sickness?” someone asked.  “What are you doing about them?”

      Becca frowned. “There are a handful of passengers suffering from space sickness. They are all receiving the newest and most effective treatments available. I have every confidence that they are all going to make full recoveries.”

      “So how did Anson and Dusty die?” Craig demanded. “According to the pretty brunette over there, Anson murdered Dusty and then killed himself. Is that true?”

      “The incident is under investigation,” Becca said. “I’m sure you can understand why I can’t say anything more than that.”

      “No, I can’t understand that,” Craig replied. “If that is what happened, I think we’ll all feel better, really. That’s preferable to thinking that there is a killer wandering around the ship, anyway. But we need to know what happened.”

      “An official statement will be issued once the investigation is complete,” Becca said.

      “It sounds to me as if Becca is pretty sure that Anson didn’t do it,” I said to Jonathan.

      He nodded. “It would make her life a lot easier if she could blame Anson and be done with it.”

      “We want answers now,” Craig said. “If Anson didn’t do it, who are the suspects? And what’s being done to keep the rest of the passengers safe while the investigation is being conducted? What’s being done to stop the killer from killing again?”

      “As I said, the investigation is ongoing. I can’t comment any further on that,” Becca said. “I’ll just add that we’ve no reason to believe that anyone else on the ship is in any danger.”

      “I’m pretty sure that Anson and Dusty didn’t think they were in any danger,” Craig said. “What can you tell us? When did they die? How long did it take for someone to find the bodies? Why is Diana Dunn involved again? Isn’t it enough that she found the first dead body on the ship? How did she happen to find these two as well? And is Colonel Brazee investigating again? As I understand it, he was instrumental in solving the first murder on board.”

      Becca smiled. “Those are all excellent questions, but I’m afraid I can’t answer any of them. I don’t want to do anything that might jeopardize the investigation. I think we should probably end things there for today. Thank you all for coming.”

      The lights suddenly went to full power. I blinked several times as a few people began to get up out of their seats.

      “Why does everyone on the ship know I found the bodies?” I asked Jonathan.

      “I suspect some member of the crew has been talking too much,” he replied. “It’s very hard to keep things quiet on a ship this size.”

      “I don’t suppose it would do any good to complain to anyone.”

      “You’d probably get a formal apology, but that wouldn’t make everyone on the ship forget who you are.”

      I sighed. “I don’t want to do anything to draw attention to myself.”

      “Maybe you should stop finding dead bodies,” the woman sitting next to me said.

      I looked at her and then looked back at Jonathan. He shrugged.

      “I don’t do it on purpose,” I told the woman.

      She nodded. “If I were you, the next time it happened, I’d walk away as quickly as possible and deny ever having been there.”

      “Maybe I’ll try that,” I said.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Becca said from the stage.

      I looked around the room and realized that no one had actually left. A few people were standing at their seats, but no one was heading for the exits. Craig had a satisfied smile on his face.

      “We aren’t leaving until we get some answers,” he said loudly. “Colonel Brazee, maybe you can answer my questions.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” he said, loudly and firmly.

      Craig looked as if he wanted to argue, but after staring at Jonathan for a moment, he looked away.

      “Right, then, as I said, thank you for coming. Have a lovely afternoon. Remember that we have a counseling center where you can speak to someone if you are at all worried about anything that happens on the  Lady Elizabeth,” Becca said. “Don’t hesitate to come to me or to any member of the crew with your concerns.”

      “I’m concerned about the killer loose on the ship,” Craig said.

      “Yes, of course, but as I said, we don’t believe there is any danger to anyone,” Becca replied.

      “Why not?” Craig demanded. “If you know who killed Anson and Dusty, tell us. If you don’t, then someone on the ship killed two people and has so far gotten away with it. That should worry you as much as it worries me.”

      “Yes, of course, but…” Becca stopped as the door at the back of the room slid open.

      A few people clapped lightly as Captain Michael Ryder strode into the room. He marched down the aisle with military precision. When he reached the stage, he said something to Becca. She nodded and then hurried down the steps off the stage. As the captain began to speak, I watched Becca rush down the aisle and out of the room.

      “Good afternoon,” the captain said. “I shouldn’t have to tell you all that I’m a very busy man, but I wanted to take a moment to reassure you all that we have the situation under control. A full investigation into the unfortunate incident is taking place. At this time, we’ve no reason to believe that anyone else is any danger.”

      “You’re just repeating what Becca said,” Craig yelled. “Give us some proper information.”

      “Our investigation is nearly complete. We expect to be able to share more with you in the next twenty-four hours,” the captain said.

      “Is he serious or just buying time?” I asked Jonathan.

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

      “You must have some idea what happened,” Craig said. “At least share a little bit with us.”

      The door at the back opened again. I was surprised to see Shawn and Jerry walk into the room. Jerry marched down the aisle to the stage. Shawn stopped to shake hands, wave, and pose for pictures as he moved.

      “Hey, hi, everyone,” he shouted as he went. “Shawn Inmon, great to be here. Hi, hello, nice to see you.”

      “Jerry looks angry,” I whispered.

      “He always looks angry,” Jonathan replied.

      When Shawn finally reached the stage, he turned around to face the crowd with a huge smile on his face. After waving at the back of the room and saying something to Helena, he focused his attention on the broadcast bot.

      “Is that thing working?” he asked, his voice booming throughout the space.

      “Yes,” Jerry said.

      “Great, excellent, wonderful,” Shawn said. “Hi, everyone.” He looked around the room and then suddenly seemed to remember why he was there. His smile was replaced by a serious look, and he clasped his hands together.

      Jerry stepped forward and said something in Shawn’s ear. He nodded.

      “Hi, everyone,” he said. “No one wanted me to come here today, but I insisted on being a part of this special, very sad, occasion. I didn’t know Anson well, but I did know him, and of course, I knew Dusty. Everyone at InmonCorp is saddened by the loss of these two wonderful people.”

      “But what happened to them?” Craig demanded.

      Shawn nodded. “That’s the question we need to answer. We’re working on it. I’ll tell you what, though, we need a bit more time to finish the investigation. Let’s all come back tomorrow at the same time. I should be able to answer your questions then.”

      “We want answers now,” Craig said.

      “Tomorrow,” Shawn assured him. “If I don’t have answers for you by tomorrow, we’ll refund everyone’s ticket and you’ll all fly to Val Segas for free.”

      A collective gasp went around the room. I looked at Jonathan, who grinned.

      “Jerry doesn’t look happy,” he said.

      That was a huge understatement. Jerry’s face was bright red, and he looked as if he was using every bit of his energy trying to keep his mouth shut. As Shawn beamed and waved at people as they began to leave the room, Jerry was busy on his wrist unit. Captain Ryder had walked to one side of the stage, and he looked as if he was trying to pretend that he was somewhere else. Helena stood in the middle of the chaos smiling to herself as the room slowly emptied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonathan put his hand on my arm as I started to stand up.

      “We should let the crowd go first,” he suggested.

      I shrugged and sat back in my seat. On the stage, Helena and Shawn were talking while Jerry listened, a scowl on his face. Captain Ryder said something to Shawn and then disappeared through a door at the back of the stage. I was surprised when Craig walked down the aisle, pushing his way through the crowd of people trying to leave.

      “That was some stunt,” he said to Shawn when he reached the foot of the stage. “Twenty-four hours, huh? I feel sorry for whoever you decide to make the scapegoat on this one.”

      Shawn frowned and looked at Jerry.

      “There isn’t going to be any scapegoat,” Jerry said. “We’re very close to working out exactly what happened in cabin PC27 and identifying who was behind it all. We won’t release any information that we aren’t completely confident is correct, though.”

      “So we all might get to fly to Val Segas for free,” Craig said with a broad smile. “That would almost be worth not finding out what happened, aside from the whole ‘murderer walking around the ship’ thing. I suppose I shouldn’t really worry, though, as the killer is on A Deck. No one from A Deck ever comes down to see how the rest of us are suffering.”

      “Suffering?” Jerry echoed. “I do think that’s a considerable exaggeration. I realize your cake vending machine was out of cake for a day or two, but that hardly qualifies as suffering, at least under galactic humane treatment regulations.”

      Craig laughed. “Oh, I’m sure InmonCorp is doing everything exactly in accordance with all of the regulations. I measured my cabin when I came on board, and it was exactly the required size, not even an extra quarter of an inch anywhere.”

      “I can’t imagine why you’d expect any company to build a ship with larger cabins than what is considered standard,” Jerry said. “On a ship this size, even an extra quarter of an inch in every dimension of the cabins would mean less room for storing things like food and water.”

      “And it doesn’t bother you that prison ships provide more space for their prisoners than InmonCorp provides for passengers?” Craig asked.

      “You are comparing two very different things,” Jerry told him. “Prisoners on prison ships are confined to their cabins for hours and hours every day. Our passengers have access to an entire ship full of activities, including a restaurant, several lounges, climate simulation rooms, and more. Our passengers don’t have to do anything more than sleep in their cabins if they aren’t happy with the size of them.”

      “Perhaps the B Deck passengers would be happier if we had access to the facilities on A Deck, too,” Craig suggested.

      Jerry smiled thinly. “That’s an interesting suggestion. I’ll give it some thought.”

      “You will?” Craig asked, his emphasis on the first word. “I’m not entirely clear on your position on this ship. I thought you were Mr. Inmon’s assistant. Does that give you some sort of authority on the  Lady Elizabeth?”

      “I think I’ve answered enough of your questions for today, Mr. Martelle. Security will see you out,” Jerry said, nodding at the two uniformed men who’d walked up behind Craig.

      Craig looked at them and shrugged. “No need to be dramatic. I’m happy to see myself out.” He turned and began to walk down the aisle. The two security men followed him to the door.

      “More men in security uniforms,” I said to Jonathan. “Where did they come from?”

      “B Deck passengers who are happy to get a bit of work in space, I suspect. I’ll find out, though,” Jonathan replied. “I suppose we should go now before the security guys come back to clear the room.”

      “Excuse me?” The voice came from my left as Jonathan and I walked out of the Gathering Room. I jumped, but Jonathan didn’t seem at all surprised.

      “Yes?” he said to Fred Neill, who was standing next to the door.

      “I need to talk to you,” Fred said.

      “Let’s find a quiet corner,” Jonathan suggested.

      There was a long queue of people waiting for the elevators to take them back to A Deck. Jonathan walked past them and then used his wrist unit to open an unmarked door next to the row of vending machines. It opened into a small room with a few couches and chairs dotted around the space.

      “What is this?” I asked as Jonathan ushered us inside.

      “A private lounge,” he told me. “There are some on A Deck as well. You can book them for meetings and things like that.”

      “Why do you have access to the lounges on B Deck?” Fred asked.

      “Let’s not worry about that,” Jonathan said. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      I dropped into a chair, wondering why I was there. It didn’t seem as if Fred had any concerns about my presence. He sat down and stared at Jonathan.

      “They’re going to arrest me,” he said. “Now that Shawn has said that he’s going to solve the case by tomorrow, it’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t follow your logic,” Jonathan said.

      Fred waved a hand. “Rumor has it that the initial theory that Anson killed Dusty and then himself has now been disproven. If that’s true, then they’re going to have to find someone to blame for the murders. I’m pretty sure they’re just going to blame me.”

      “Surely they’ll blame the actual killer,” I said.

      “Do you know who the suspects are?” Fred asked.

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      “Anson’s former wives, all of whom come from wealthy families. Kyla Stone who has plenty of her own money thanks to Dusty, and Parker Bergstrom, who could probably buy half of InmonCorp if not more. I’m the poorest suspect, so I’ll be the one who gets the blame.”

      “They can’t base a murder investigation on bank balances,” I said.

      “It isn’t just about money,” Fred told me. “It’s also about influence throughout the galaxy. I suppose the three ex-wives don’t have as much as Parker or Kyla, but they have more than I do, especially considering how my family is treating me right now.”

      “I thought you and your family had worked things out,” I said.

      He shrugged. “We did, but now things are bad again. I found out some things that I didn’t want to know. My parents did some things that I wish they hadn’t done.”

      “What did they do?” Jonathan asked.

      Fred flushed. “They paid Dusty to drop the charges against me,” he said, burying his face in his hands.

      Jonathan and I exchanged glances.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Fred after a minute.

      Fred shook his head and then slowly lifted it. “All this time I kept telling myself that Dusty had dropped the charges because she truly cared about me. I honestly believed that and thought that one day we might be able to be together. I was devastated when I heard that she was dead.”

      I frowned. “But she’d only dropped the charges because your parents paid her to do so?”

      He nodded slowly. “Obviously, she didn’t need money, but my father has certain connections on a few planets on the edge of the Elderic System. Dusty has wanted to establish a base there for years. We actually talked about it when we first met.”

      Fred sighed deeply and then put a hand to his head. “She was never interested in me, was she? She was just hoping to use me to get to my father’s connections. I can’t believe I never realized. I can’t believe I was such a fool.”

      I looked at Jonathan. He shrugged.

      “You never thought about the possibility before?” he asked.

      “She mentioned the Elderic System in passing the night we met. It was just a casual conversation. When I introduced myself, she said something about how difficult it was to talk to my father about expanding there. Then she laughed and said that she was exploring a number of other options.” He flushed. “At the time, I thought she meant she was looking at basing her operations in a nearby system. I was the other option, though, wasn’t I? She figured she could use me to get the access she wanted.”

      “That certainly seems possible,” Jonathan said.

      “The worst part about it is that she got exactly what she wanted,” Fred said. “She got my father to agree to let her establish a base in the system. And now Dusty’s heirs, whoever they may be, can use that base to their huge advantage.”

      “All of the agreements were signed?” Jonathan asked.

      Fred shrugged. “I don’t know anything for certain. Someone told me what my parents had done, but I didn’t want to believe it. When I tried to talk to them about it, they denied it at first, but eventually admitted to some of what I’d been told. As soon as they admitted to anything, I refused to speak to them any further. I don’t want to talk to them ever again.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “This must be very difficult for you.”

      He laughed bitterly. “I will have to talk to them again, of course. There are only a handful of credits in my account right now, not even enough to cover my bills for the next week. I have no choice but to convince my parents to help me.”

      “You could get a job,” I suggested.

      “I tried that,” Fred told me. “It was difficult, though. Working, I mean. It took up a lot of my time, and it didn’t pay very well. That was why I made up with my parents the first time, because even with a job, I couldn’t pay my bills. I’m planning to look for work again when I get to Val Segas, but I’m going to have to sort things out with my parents before we get there.  Otherwise, I’ll lose my apartment on Cenclare.”

      “Why did you keep an apartment on Cenclare if you’re moving to Val Segas?” I asked.

      “Oh, I’ll be back to Cenclare at some point. And it’s a great apartment. I can’t imagine giving it up.”

      Jonathan put a hand on my arm before I could ask any more questions. I flushed and gave up on trying to understand the super-wealthy. Their lives were so different to mine that they almost seemed like a different species.

      “So now you think that you’re going to get arrested for Dusty’s murder?” Jonathan asked.

      Fred nodded. “If I’d known everything I know now back when I boarded the ship, I might have wanted to kill Dusty. Imagine being so in love with someone that you feel as if you can’t live without them, and then you find out that they’ve just been using you to expand their business. I’m crushed, obviously, but some people might feel angry if they found out such a thing.”

      “Angry enough to kill,” Jonathan said.

      “Exactly, and I can’t prove when I found out what my parents did. I certainly can’t prove that it wasn’t until we were talking just now that I realized that Dusty had been using me all along. It’s true, but maybe I’m just a good actor. Maybe I found out just before we left Cenclare. Maybe, once we’d left, I knocked on Dusty’s door. Maybe, when she answered, we fought. And maybe, once we’d started fighting, I stabbed her or hit her over the head with something or smothered her with a pillow.”

      “What about Anson?”

      “I would have had to kill him first, I suppose,” Fred said thoughtfully. “I’m sure you can imagine why I’ve been running through all of the possible scenarios in my head, over and over again. Anson would have tried to protect Dusty, right? So either I killed him first or I did something to incapacitate him first. Or maybe he wasn’t even there. Maybe he’d gone out to get something to eat or for a walk around the deck. Maybe I fought with Dusty, killed her, and then tried to get away. Maybe Anson walked in while I was tidying up the mess or something.”

      “I think you’re spending too much time imagining different scenarios,” Jonathan said dryly.

      “It’s all I can think about.” He sighed. “I may be a little obsessed with the whole thing.”

      “Under the circumstances, that’s understandable,” Jonathan said. “But you must try to stop. If you can’t find other things to think about, maybe get Becca to give you some tablets so you can sleep for a few hours. You’ll probably feel better after some rest.”

      “Right up until Shawn comes and arrests me for murder.”

      “Shawn isn’t ready to arrest anyone,” Jonathan said.

      “But he promised answers tomorrow,” Fred said.

      “And I’m sure he’ll have some answers, but those answers may not include the name of the killer,” Jonathan replied.

      Fred sighed. “I am tired. I haven’t slept since I found out about Dusty. I don’t know if I’ll ever sleep again.”

      “Go and see Becca and get some tablets,” Jonathan urged him. “Then go and get some sleep. While you’re sleeping, I’ll be investigating.”

      Fred smiled. “Really? I trust you a lot more than I trust Shawn Inmon. I may be able to sleep if I know that you’re investigating.”

      “I’m investigating,” Jonathan told him. “I have been from the very beginning.”

      Fred got to his feet. “That’s great. Thank you. I’m going to go and try to get some rest. If you need to ask me any questions, or if I can help with the investigation in any way, just ask.”

      “Thank you,” Jonathan said.

      Fred grinned. “I should be thanking you,” he said. “Bye.”

      I watched as the man rushed out of the room.

      “He seems a lot happier now,” I said.

      “He wouldn’t be if he knew that he’s at the top of my list of suspects,” Jonathan replied.

      I stared at him. “Really? Why? He seemed genuinely shocked when he realized that Dusty had only been interested in using him.”

      “He may be a good actor, but even if he didn’t realize that she’d been using him, he still had good reason to hate her. She’d had him arrested and charged with stalking, even while she was encouraging him. Her behavior makes more sense now, at least. She was doing what she needed to do to get what she wanted. But what if, after everything that happened, he’d come to hate her? What if he went to her cabin to confront her? Or what if he still truly thought that they were destined to be together? What if he went to her cabin to tell her that he still loved her?”

      I sighed. “He seems like a nice, very naïve, man.”

      “And he may be both of those things. Or he may be a ruthless killer with strong acting skills.”

      “What now?” I asked as Jonathan stood up.

      “Now we go back to A Deck and have a chat,” he said. “We can talk in the Climate Simulation Room, if you want.”

      “It’s probably been reserved, assuming it’s reopened, that is.”

      “It won’t be a problem, if that’s where you’d prefer to meet.”

      I stared at him. “Why do you have so much power on this ship?”

      Jonathan didn’t reply. Instead, he walked out of the room. I rushed to follow. The corridor was empty. All of the elevators were on B Deck, ready to take us up. As we stepped inside one, I looked at Jonathan.

      “I hope we don’t stop on C Deck,” I said as the doors slid shut.

      “C Deck is locked down tight,” he replied. “It’s now the prison deck.”

      I nodded. “With only one prisoner, so far, anyway.”

      “There are plenty of empty cabins on C Deck for whoever killed Dusty and Anson.”

      “If there are plenty of cabins, why isn’t C Deck being used?”

      “Because most of them aren’t finished,” Jonathan told me as the elevator came to a stop.

      The doors slowly slid open. I sighed with relief when I realized we were on A Deck.

      “They aren’t going to keep putting prisoners on C Deck, though, are they? I mean, we’re stopping on Odontotyrannos soon. Surely, the prisoners can be left there.”

      “Under galactic law, criminals arrested during long-distance space journeys are to be handed over to the proper authorities when the ship arrives at its final destination. Such laws probably need to be reevaluated now that the distances involved have become so much longer, but the rules date back to the earliest long-distance flights that took only a sector or two to complete.”

      “So whoever killed Dusty and Anson is going to get stuck on C Deck with Allen Royce’s killer,” I said as we walked toward the Climate Simulation Room.

      “Yes, assuming the killer is found,” Jonathan replied as we reached the door.

      A large sign told us that the room was closed until further notice.

      “See?” I said. “There’s something wrong with the room.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “It’s more complicated than that, but you don’t need to worry.” He waved his wrist over the control panel and the door to the room slowly slid open. “After you.”

      I looked at him for a moment and then slowly walked into the room. Jonathan followed and then shut the door behind us.

      “Are they keeping the croccigators in here?” I demanded as he led me down one of the paths.

      He chuckled. “That’s an interesting idea.”

      “It’s a terrifying idea. I can’t believe there are croccigators on the  Lady Elizabeth. Sometimes, when I can’t sleep at night, I worry about them. And sometimes, really late at night, I swear I can hear them walking up and down the corridors on A Deck.”

      “They do need some exercise.”

      “What? Seriously? Someone is walking croccigators on A Deck late at night?”

      Jonathan laughed. “No, no one is walking croccigators on A Deck, late at night or at any other time. If there were croccigators on the  Lady Elizabeth, there are plenty of places where the crew could take them for exercise.”

      “You were the one who told me that there were croccigators on board.”

      “Did I? How indiscreet of me. But that isn’t really important right now. For now we need to focus on what happened to Dusty and Anson.”

      He stopped next to a small bench. “Have a seat,” he suggested.

      I sat on the bench and stared at the small waterfall in front of me. “It’s so wonderful here. I wish I could just stay right here until we reach Val Segas.”

      “You’d get hungry.”

      I laughed. “Okay, so it isn’t a practical idea. I suppose I just wish we’d get to Val Segas a lot faster than we can. I never realized how boring space travel would be.”

      “We’re in the middle of a murder investigation. I wouldn’t call that boring,” Jonathan said.
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      “But I don’t want to be in the middle of a murder investigation,” I said with a sigh. “And I really hate thinking that there is a murderer walking around the ship. It’s bad enough I know one is now staying on C Deck.”

      “That should make you want to get the case solved as quickly as possible, then.”

      “But it’s nothing to do with me. I’m not even sure why I’m here.”

      “Because I need someone to discuss the case with, and you were helpful with the last investigation.”

      “Surely you should be discussing the case with Shawn.”

      Jonathan laughed. “I’ve tried. It’s impossible to keep his interest long enough to get anywhere.”

      “So let’s talk.”

      “Who do you think killed Dusty and Anson?”

      “It definitely wasn’t murder and then suicide?”

      “While it was set up to look that way, the evidence from the scene suggests otherwise.”

      “Did the killer make some sort of glaring error, or was he or she clever enough to almost get away with it?”

      “That’s a good question.” Jonathan sounded impressed. “He or she was quite clever, actually. If the bodies had remained undetected until we reached Val Segas, I suspect it would have been impossible for anyone to determine exactly what had happened.”

      “So whoever killed them wasn’t aware of the regulations that mandate cabin checks in every sector.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Were you?”

      “Of course not. I’ve never traveled through space before. The last thing I was worried about before I left was the finer points of intergalactic space travel law.”

      “I have traveled through space a great deal, but I was unaware of the regulation. Granted, most of my travel has been on military ships, but I have traveled long-distance as a civilian before. The issue never came up.”

      “I doubt it comes up often,” I said thoughtfully. “I mean, surely just about everyone wants their cabins cleaned at least once in a while.”

      “In my opinion, the killer didn’t know about the regulation and was counting on the bodies not being discovered until we reached Val Segas.”

      “Could someone do anything to get the cabin opened earlier, if the regulation didn’t exist?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, the Ansonexes were planning to confront Anson and Dusty when we reach Odontotyrannos. They were sure that Dusty would insist on visiting the planet, no matter what. What if, when they didn’t come out, Karen reported it to the captain – said she was worried about them or something? Would the crew have done anything?”

      “There’s a lot of speculation there, but I suspect that, if someone had reported being concerned about the couple, a crew member would have gone into the cabin to check on the occupants. Space sickness is always a worry, of course, and it may be one of the reasons behind the regulations that require checks every sector, even if no one wants to admit to it.”

      “It seems unlikely, then, that the bodies would have remained undiscovered until Val Segas, regardless of regulations.”

      Jonathan nodded. “I suspect the killer was hoping for the best, but every day that passed increased his or her chances of evading detection. From what Becca has told me, she was lucky to get the results she did get after the amount of time that had already passed.”

      “What sort of results? What could she see that told her that it wasn’t murder and suicide? What about some sort of suicide pact, for that matter? We’ve not discussed that as a possibility.”

      “It isn’t so much what she could see as what she couldn’t see. I haven’t seen the official report, and she was deliberately vague when she talked to me, but from what I gathered, Anson and Dusty were poisoned. There were two glasses on the table, both of which had faint traces of poison in them, but Becca couldn’t find the bottle or vial that had been used to get the poison onto the ship.”

      “So the killer took it away when he or she left the cabin. Surely that would have been obvious even once we reached Val Segas?”

      “Except the traces of poison in the glasses were already breaking down. In another few days, they would have disappeared completely. If Becca hadn’t found it in the glasses, she never would have tested the bodies for it, but even if she had, it had already almost disappeared from both bodies. It was only because she was looking for it very specifically that she was able to find it.”

      “So the cause of the deaths might never have been known.”

      “Exactly. Becca would probably have assumed poison, but there would have been no way to prove how the poison got into the cabin. There were over a dozen bottles of wine and spirits in the cabin, all of which had already been opened.”

      I stared at him. “That’s a lot of drinking in a short space of time. Though I’m assuming they died early in Alpha Sector. I suppose they might have died the day before they were found.”

      “Becca reckons they died within hours of our departure from Cenclare. The bottles were all open, but most of them were full. I think the killer opened them all to make the investigation more difficult.”

      “He or she should have put some poison in a few of the bottles.”

      Jonathan nodded. “That would have been a smart move.”

      “Did Anson and Dusty bring all those bottles with them? Surely, they knew that drinks were included in their cruise.”

      “I suspect many passengers brought a bottle or two with them on board. Some people like to have a quiet drink in their cabin at night without having to order and then wait for something to be delivered.”

      “A dozen bottles still seems excessive.”

      “You may feel better, then, if I tell you that they didn’t bring them on board. They were all gifts sent by various people from across the galaxy. There was even a bottle of wine from InmonCorp to welcome them to the Lady Elizabeth.”

      “I didn’t get a bottle of wine.”

      Jonathan laughed. “I got a bottle of very good Idrearian rumotch. I suspect everyone in the suites was given something.”

      “So now I know how they died, but I don’t think that gets us any closer to finding the killer.”

      “So let’s talk about the suspects. The Ansonexes had something of a shock when Helena turned up.”

      I nodded. “They were all surprised that Anson had been cheating on Dusty. I think they all felt betrayed in a way, even though it wasn’t really anything to do with them.”

      “They were all still friendly with the man, though, and they all seemed to think that he shared a lot of his life with them.”

      “Even so, I still can’t see any of them killing Anson and Dusty. Any one of them might have been angry enough at Anson to want him dead, but that’s a long way from actually killing him and his wife.”

      “What do you think Karen would have done if she’d found out about Helena before we left Cenclare?”

      “I think she would have either cancelled her ticket or she would have waited until we left and then confronted Anson. I can’t imagine her doing so armed with poison, though.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Same question about the other two ex-wives.”

      “Same answer, really, although I think Annie and Bethany would have gone to Karen first, before they did anything else. Karen seems to be the driving force behind the Ansonexes.”

      “What did you think of Helena?”

      “I don’t know what to think of Helena. I can’t imagine getting involved with a married man, especially not one whose marriage was the talk of the galaxy. I also can’t imagine believing him when he said that he and his wife were separated, but that it was a secret. Surely she should have realized that he was lying about that.”

      “Was he?”

      “Wasn’t he?”

      Jonathan chuckled. “I don’t know. I have no idea what sort of agreement Anson and Dusty had about their relationship. From what I do know, it seems unlikely to me that Dusty knew about Helena. I suspect she would have been very angry had she found out.”

      “So you think Anson was lying to Helena.”

      “Or Helena was lying to everyone about what Anson told her.”

      I frowned. “I hadn’t thought of that, but now that you’ve said it, it’s possible, maybe even probable. There was no way Helena wanted to get up on that stage and admit that she’d been knowingly involved with a married man who had no intention of leaving his wife for her.”

      “Can you see Helena as the killer?”

      “Maybe. A lot depends on what Anson told her, of course. If he told her that he and Dusty were separated and she found out otherwise, she might have been angry enough to kill him. Or maybe she just wanted to kill Dusty, but something went wrong.”

      “What about Kyla?”

      “As the killer? I don’t know. She didn’t like Anson, but this trip was going to give her a chance to spend some time with Dusty, regardless.”

      “Unless she was lying to you about all of that. Maybe she came on the  Lady Elizabeth to get rid of Anson.”

      “And killed Dusty by mistake?”

      “Or killed Dusty because Dusty wasn’t happy with what she’d done.”

      I sighed. “I suppose that’s possible.”

      “We’ve talked at length about Fred.”

      “Poor Fred. If he is a good actor, he’s very good, because I believed his shock and outrage when he realized that Dusty had been using him. If she were still alive now, I’d be worried about her, but I can’t see Fred being the killer, not really.”

      “That leaves just Parker.”

      “I’ve barely even spoken to the man. He was rather unpleasant, but he’d just had something of a shock, so I’m prepared to ignore that. Having said that, he’s still near the top of my list of possible killers just because he’s arrogant, and I can see him doing it and assuming that he’d get away with it.”

      “Motive?”

      “Maybe he was still angry with Dusty for dumping him. Maybe he’d heard that she and Anson were having problems and suggested that they reconcile. Maybe Dusty rejected him a second time, so he decided to get rid of her and Anson.”

      “That’s very good, actually.”

      “But, as I said, I’ve barely spoken to him. I’ve barely spoken to most of them.”

      “We can fix that,” Jonathan said. “I’m meeting with all of the suspects shortly. Stick around and you’ll get a chance to talk to each of them again.”

      “I don’t think I should be here when you talk to them.”

      “Why not? It’s just casual conversations with some of the other passengers. I’ve no real authority here. I’m just curious to get to know them all better.”

      “Is Shawn actually doing anything about the investigation?”

      “He’s been going over the evidence with Becca repeatedly. I think he’s hoping to find something that will allow him to close the case as murder and suicide, but so far Becca is fighting that conclusion.”

      “What about a suicide pact?” I asked.

      “Possible, but unlikely. I’m fairly certain it was murder. We just have to work out who did it.”

      I opened my mouth to reply but shut it when I heard the room’s door slide open. Jonathan and I both watched as Karen walked down the path toward us.

      “Diana, I didn’t know you were going to be here,” she said as she sat down opposite me.

      “Jonathan and I were talking,” I replied, trying not to sound defensive.

      “I suppose I’d forgotten that you were friends. It’s a rather unlikely friendship, really, isn’t it?”

      Jonathan chuckled. “Not at all. I’ve always enjoyed spending time with intelligent women. How are you today?”

      “I’m angry and upset and frustrated and doubting everything I’ve ever thought I knew about everything,” Karen replied.

      “You believe Helena, then?” he asked

      She shrugged. “I believe that she and Anson were having an affair. I don’t know that I believe that he told her he and Dusty were separated. I suspect Helena didn’t care in the slightest that he was married. She may have been using that to her advantage, actually.”

      “How so?” Jonathan asked.

      “Once they’d started seeing one another, she could have blackmailed Anson for a fortune. I suspect he would have done just about anything to keep Dusty from finding out about Helena.”

      Jonathan nodded. “So who do you think killed Anson and Dusty?”

      “I have to admit, now that I know about Helena, I’m more inclined to believe that Anson killed Dusty and then himself. Maybe Helena was pressuring him to tell Dusty about her, or maybe he was just terrified that Dusty would find out. Or maybe Dusty did find out, they fought, and he killed her. It seems far too possible now.”

      “Assuming it was murder, who do you think killed them?” Jonathan asked.

      Karen frowned. “I think Fred is a dear, sweet, naïve, misguided man, but if I have to pick someone, I suppose he’d be at the top of my list.”

      “Fred? Not Parker or Kyla or even Helena?”

      “Parker is a possibility, but I can’t see why he’d bother. He and Dusty ended things years ago. Kyla? I can’t imagine a motive for her. Helena? I really like that idea, actually, but only because I don’t like Helena. Maybe she went to the cabin to confront Anson and Dusty. Maybe Anson denied the affair or simply ended things in favor of Dusty. There are just too many possibilities.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Thank you for your time.”

      Karen looked surprised by the abrupt dismissal. She opened her mouth and then shut it again before standing up and slowly making her way out of the room.

      “On a scale of one to five, where one is completely innocent, and five is definitely guilty of murder, where would you put Karen?” Jonathan asked me as the door shut behind the woman.

      I thought for a moment. “Three,” I said. I would have explained my answer, but the door opened again before I got a chance.

      “Good afternoon,” Annie said as she sat down near me. “This is odd.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “You don’t have to talk to me. I’m curious enough to want to talk to everyone, but you’re under no obligation to satisfy my curiosity.”

      “I don’t mind talking to you,” Annie replied. “I won’t promise to answer all of your questions, though.”

      “In that case, I’ll only ask one. Who do you think killed Anson and Dusty?”

      “That’s the question everyone on the ship wants answered. I wish I knew.”

      “Karen? Bethany? Helena?”

      Annie grinned. “I like the idea that Helena did it. I shouldn’t blame her for Anson’s bad behavior, though.”

      “She knew he was married,” I said.

      “And I find it hard to believe that Anson told her that he and Dusty were separated,” Annie said. “I suspect Helena didn’t really care about Anson’s marriage.”

      “What about Kyla or Parker or Fred?”

      Annie frowned. “Is it awful to say that I can see any one of them being the killer? Fred stalked Dusty for quite a while. Maybe he just happened to cross paths with them and lost his mind. Kyla and Dusty had a falling-out about something. Only they know what really happened, but it could have been something that made Kyla angry enough to kill. As for Parker, I can see him paying someone to kill just about anyone. He’d never get his own hands dirty, of course, but if he was still angry that Dusty had dumped him, I can imagine him wanting her and Anson dead.”

      “But that would mean there’s a hired killer on board,” I said with a small shudder.

      “So maybe not Parker,” Annie said.

      “Unless he did do it himself,” I said.

      “I guess that would depend on how they died,” Annie said. “If he could have done it without spilling any blood, then maybe.”

      “Thank you for your time,” Jonathan said.

      Annie stared at him. “That’s it? I know you said only one question, but I was expecting more.”

      “I’m happy to listen if you have more to say,” Jonathan replied.

      Annie slowly shook her head. “Not really, I guess. I mean, I just want the killer found and arrested. I suppose he or she will end up on C Deck. I hope they have enough mostly finished cabins down there to accommodate whoever did it.”

      “I’m sure they’ll manage,” Jonathan said.

      “Killers and croccigators. C Deck must be an interesting place,” Annie said as she got to her feet. “Thank you for a fascinating chat.”

      “Thank you,” Jonathan replied. He waited until she was outside the room to look to at me. “Same question.”

      It took me a minute to realize what he was asking. “Oh, two, I think,” I said as the door opened again.

      “Hi,” Bethany said as she sat down.

      Jonathan smiled at her. “Thanks for agreeing to talk to me. I won’t keep you for long. I really just want to know who you think killed Anson and Dusty.”

      Bethany shrugged. “I’ve given that question a lot of thought. I know it wasn’t one of us, the Ansonexes. If we’d known about Helena earlier, it might have been, but up until yesterday we all thought that we knew Anson, and we all cared about him very deeply.”

      “And you’re certain that none of you knew about Helena before yesterday?” Jonathan asked.

      “I’m certain. I know Karen and Annie well enough to know that if one of them had found out about Helena before yesterday, she would have immediately shared that news with all of us. We didn’t keep secrets when it came to Anson.”

      Jonathan frowned. “Is it possible that Helena killed them?”

      Bethany shrugged. “Anything is possible, of course. If Anson truly had told her that his marriage was over, I can imagine her confronting him about it in front of Dusty. I do think, though, that she was lying about that part. I don’t think Anson told her any such thing. Of course, he isn’t around to deny it now.”

      “But you believe they had an affair?” I asked.

      “The photos are pretty strong evidence,” Bethany replied. “They seem to have been enough to convince Shawn to let her have the remembrance service for Anson today, anyway. I was surprised when I heard about it, because it seemed out of character for Anson, but we’d spoken only a handful of times since he’d married Dusty. He may well have changed considerably in that period.”

      “If not Helena, then what about Kyla or Fred or Parker?” Jonathan asked.

      “Maybe. But a big maybe,” Bethany said. “Fred is at the top of my list, but only because everyone else seems less likely, if that makes sense. He was stalking Dusty. I really don’t think he should have been allowed on the  Lady Elizabeth.”

      “What about Kyla?”

      “I barely know her. As I understand it, she and Dusty were very close until one day when they weren’t. Rumor had it that Kyla got a huge lump sum from Dusty after they’d stopped speaking to one another. I always assumed that Kyla knew some of Dusty’s secrets and that she’d been paid to go away, but I have no idea why.”

      “Interesting,” Jonathan said.

      “And as for Parker, I barely know him, but he doesn’t seem the type to resort to murder. If he’d wanted them gone, I think they would have met with a tragic accident some time when Parker was at least a planet away.”

      “Thank you,” Jonathan said.

      Bethany nodded and then got up and walked away. As the door shut behind her, I looked at Jonathan.

      “Two.”

      He nodded. “Thank you. I think things might get more interesting now.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “We’re just talking to people, right? You aren’t planning to accuse anyone of murder, are you?”

      Jonathan smiled as the door slid open again.
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      “Hello,” Helena said as she sat down. She had a tissue in her hand that she used to pat her eyes before she looked at Jonathan. “Of course I knew you were on the  Lady Elizabeth, but I never expected that we’d meet.”

      “It’s a fairly small ship,” Jonathan replied.

      “Yes, of course, but I assumed that you’d be spending all of your time in your suite or with your military friends. I never imagined that you’d be called upon to investigate a murder, especially not the murder of the man that I loved.” She patted her eyes again and then looked curiously at me.

      Jonathan spoke before she could question my presence.

      “Thank you for agreeing to speak with me,” he said.

      “If Colonel Jonathan Brazee asks to speak to you, you don’t refuse,” Helena said. “Not coming never crossed my mind.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Obviously, Shawn Inmon is conducting the investigation into the tragic deaths of Anson and Dusty Roberts. I’m merely trying to speak to everyone involved to gather their thoughts on the matter.”

      “Shawn is a dear friend and a very intelligent man. I’m sure he’ll have the case solved in no time. He’s told everyone that he’ll have it solved by tomorrow, after all.”

      “Yes, of course,” Jonathan said. “In the meantime, though, I was hoping to get your opinion on some of the other people involved. I wonder what Anson told you about all of them.”

      “Anson didn’t tell me much about his life. We were planning to start over, you understand. He’d been madly in love when he’d married Dusty, but by the time we met that love had turned to nothing more than mutual respect. But everyone in the galaxy knew who Dusty was and that she dominated their relationship. She did her best to keep Anson at home, where they only ever spent time with her friends. Anson never cared for any of them, and he never discussed them with me.”

      “Did he talk to you about his ex-wives?” Jonathan asked.

      Helena grinned. “The Ansonexes, as they call themselves. I found it very odd that they’d bonded over being divorced from the same man. Anson told me all about them and about how he’d managed to remain friends with all of them despite difficult circumstances.”

      “He broke all of their hearts,” I said.

      “Yes, I suppose that’s true, but they all forgave him,” Helena said. “He also told me that he’d never cheated on any of them, that being faithful in marriage was vitally important to him. It was only after he and Dusty had agreed to separate that he asked me for our first date.”

      “So what do you think of the Ansonexes?” Jonathan asked.

      “Mostly I feel sorry for them. I think they should just get on with their lives and stop trying to live in the past.”

      “Do you think any of them were behind the murders?”

      Helena laughed. “Those three? No way. None of them would ever have done anything to hurt Anson, even if they all did hate Dusty.”

      “What if they found out about your relationship with the man and started to feel as if they’d never truly known him?” I asked.

      “I can’t see why they’d feel that way. Anson and Dusty were separated when we started dating. It isn’t as if he had an affair.”

      “But maybe they didn’t see it that way,” I suggested.

      Jonathan shook his head at me.

      “I still can’t see any of them doing anything to hurt Anson,” Helena said. “They were weirdly devoted to him. When he first told me about them, I didn’t believe him, but now that I’ve met them all, I’ve realized that he was telling the truth. I did warn him that if he ever dumped me, I’d hate him forever.”

      “Did he often lie to you?” I asked.

      Helena looked startled. “What do you mean?”

      “You said you didn’t believe him when he told you about his ex-wives. That suggests that he wasn’t always truthful with you,” I said.

      She shook her head. “I didn’t mean it that way. I just meant that I was shocked that he was still friendly with all of his ex-wives, that’s all.”

      Jonathan cleared his throat. “What about Kyla Stone? Have you ever met her? Did Anson ever say anything about her?”

      “I’ve met her a few times at parties, but I don’t know her well. She’s very beautiful and very rich and very spoiled. Of course, she’s only rich because of Dusty. Anson had a few things to say about her, actually.”

      “Such as?” Jonathan asked.

      “Oh, that she was nothing but trouble and that he didn’t understand why Dusty continued to support her after everything that had happened between them.”

      “Did he tell you anything about what had happened between them?” Jonathan asked.

      She shook her head. “I asked, but he didn’t answer. He just said that Dusty and Kyla hadn’t spoken in a long time, but that Dusty kept sending her credits as if they were actually family or something.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Does that give Kyla a motive for the murders?”

      Helena grinned. “Maybe. Maybe Dusty finally decided to stop supporting Kyla, so she killed her. Poor Anson was probably just in the wrong place at the wrong time and got murdered as well. I expect Kyla will inherit a lot from Dusty once the will is read. Maybe Dusty threatened to take her out of the will. That would have made Kyla act fast.”

      “Did Anson ever say anything about Fred Neill?”

      “Dusty’s stalker,” Helena said with a small laugh. “I’ve met him. He was in over his head with Dusty, but he was too dumb to realize it. I’m not sure why Dusty was playing with him, but I’m sure she had her reasons. Anson knew all about him, of course, but he also knew that Dusty was using Fred for her own gain. She wasn’t really interested in the man.”

      “Poor Fred,” I murmured.

      “Could Fred have killed them?” Jonathan asked.

      “Maybe, but I doubt it. If he had, he would have been discovered as he staggered out of the cabin gripping the bloody knife or holding the still hot laser pistol or whatever. He isn’t bright enough to have done it and gotten away.”

      “That just leaves Parker Bergstrom. Unless you can suggest any other interested parties,” Jonathan said.

      Helena shook her head. “Of course, anyone on the ship could have killed them, but I think you’ve identified the most likely suspects. I should tell you that Parker and I dated for about two minutes right before I met Anson. Actually, I was at a party with Parker the  night that I met Anson, but even if I hadn’t met Anson, I was ready to end things with Parker.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      She sighed. “It just wasn’t working. He didn’t seem all that interested in me, and I was more interested in his credits than him. I’d never get involved in a long-term relationship with a man just for his money, though, so I ended things.”

      “Can you see him killing Anson and Dusty?” Jonathan asked.

      “I can see him paying someone to kill them, but I can’t see him doing it himself. If nothing else, he’s lazy, and he’s never had to work at anything. He inherited a fortune, and he has a team of advisors who work night and day to make sure he keeps it in spite of his extravagant spending habits. I know he hated both of them, especially Dusty.”

      “Really?” I said.

      “We were at a party once when they walked in. Parker stared at them for a minute and then told me that we were leaving. He told the host that he didn’t want to be in the same room as Dusty. The host was very apologetic, but he didn’t ask Dusty to leave, so Parker and I went.”

      “Interesting,” Jonathan said.

      Helena shrugged. “I need to go. I’m exhausted. Today has been difficult, but I suspect every day for the rest of my life will be difficult. Losing Anson will leave a lasting scar.”

      “Four,” I said as she left the room.

      Jonathan raised an eyebrow.

      “I didn’t like her. I suppose that doesn’t mean she killed anyone, but I’m still giving her a four.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “Noted. Thank you.”

      Kyla looked confident as she strolled down the path a few minutes later.

      “Jonathan,” she said when she reached us. She pulled him into a hug and then looked at me. “Hi, Diana. I wasn’t expecting you to be here.”

      “I invited her,” Jonathan said, as if that was all the explanation that was needed.

      Kyla shrugged and then sat down next to Jonathan. “It’s so good to see you again,” she said, squeezing his arm.

      “It’s been a while,” he said.

      “I can’t believe you’re investigating Dusty’s murder.”

      “I’m just talking to people. Shawn is investigating.”

      Kyla laughed. “Then the case will never be solved. Oh, I know he’s promised some sort of answers tomorrow. Knowing Shawn, he’ll have all sorts of answers, some of which might even be close to true, but most of which will be complete and utter lies.”

      “I’d forgotten that you and Shawn were together for a while,” Jonathan said.

      “We were together for a year – the longest year of my life. For most of that year, I thought he was someone really special, and I thought I meant something to him. I was wrong on both counts.”

      “And now you’re seeing Parker,” Jonathan said.

      Kyla sighed. “I wouldn’t put it exactly that way.”

      “What does that mean?” Jonathan asked.

      Kyla looked over at me and then back at Jonathan. “Let’s just say that it’s complicated and leave it at that. Whatever is happening, it has nothing to do with the murders.”

      How can you be sure about that? I wondered. I didn’t want to interrupt the conversation, though.

      “So what do you think happened to Anson and Dusty?” Jonathan asked.

      “Someone killed them. Maybe one of his ex-wives who was tired of still being madly in love with a man who didn’t care about her in the slightest. Maybe by his girlfriend who was either dumb enough to believe a bunch of lies or smart enough to lie to the entire ship when talking about her relationship with the man. Or maybe Dusty’s creepy stalker finally decided to get rid of his unhealthy obsession.”

      “What about Parker as a suspect?” was Jonathan’s next question.

      “He’s had a long time to get over being dumped by Dusty,” Kyla said. “I’m sure it hurt a lot at the time, but Parker is ruthless. If he hated Dusty enough to want her dead, he’d have had it taken care of back when she first left him.”

      “Unless his anger grew over time,” Jonathan suggested.

      Kyla shrugged. “I’ve never seen any evidence of any anger toward Dusty. We talk about her a lot, and he’s always said nice things about her. He was badly hurt when she ended things, but I think that was more ego than emotion.”

      “Interesting,” Jonathan said.

      “If you say so,” Kyla said. “Are we finished?”

      “We can be,” Jonathan told her.

      She smiled at him and then pulled him into a tight hug. “Why haven’t we ever dated?” she asked as she released him.

      “Just bad timing,” he replied.

      “Maybe we’ll figure it out before we get to Val Segas,” she suggested as she stood up. “You know where to find me.”

      “She gets a four, too,” I said as the door shut behind her.

      “You don’t like her.”

      “No, and we know she and Dusty had had a fight about something. I’d love to know what that something was, and why Dusty kept giving her money.”

      “I didn’t think she’d answer those questions or else I would have asked.”

      “Yeah.”

      “While we wait, give me a number for Fred. I didn’t invite him here because we already spoke today.”

      I thought for a minute. “Three, maybe three and a half.”

      “After we talk to Parker, we may have to start talking about other possibilities.”

      “Yesterday we didn’t know about Helena. Who knows what tomorrow will bring.”

      Jonathan nodded. “I am running scans through the ship’s databases, looking for connections between Dusty or Anson and the other passengers. It’s not an exact science, but it’s easier than trying to speak to all of them individually.”

      “Too bad your scans didn’t find Helena.”

      “They did, about an hour after you told me about her. What was interesting about her was that she was clearly friendly with Anson, but the system couldn’t find any evidence that she’d ever even met Dusty. There are, of course, a number of people on the ship who knew both of them socially.”

      “And we’re going to have to talk to them all,” I said with a sigh.

      “Maybe not. Here’s Parker,” Jonathan said, nodding at the man walking down the path.

      “Colonel Brazee,” Parker said as he sat down opposite the man. “I’m not accustomed to being told what to do.”

      Jonathan smiled. “It was meant to be an invitation, not an instruction. I do apologize if it was worded badly. I tend to write things as if I were still in the military.”

      Parker nodded curtly. “Since I’m here, what can I do for you?”

      “You know that Shawn is investigating what happened to Anson and Dusty. I’m just talking to some of the people involved, trying to get a better idea of what happened.”

      “I know that Shawn is having great fun pretending to be a detective,” Parker said dismissively. “I’m expecting him to arrest someone tomorrow in order to satisfy everyone. I’ve no expectation that that someone will actually have had anything to do with what happened to Anson and Dusty.”

      “What do you think happened to them?” Jonathan asked.

      “When I first heard about their deaths, I was told that Anson killed Dusty and then himself. Sadly, that seemed a perfectly logical explanation. I assumed that Dusty had attempted to end the relationship and that Anson had taken the news badly.”

      “But now you think differently?” Jonathan asked.

      “I’ve been told that evidence was found in the cabin that suggests that Anson and Dusty were murdered. I’m not certain what evidence that is, but I’m told it’s solid.”

      Jonathan nodded. “So if they were murdered, who killed them?”

      “If I were Shawn, I’d be looking closely at the man who had been stalking Dusty.”

      “Fred Neill,” Jonathan said.

      Parker shrugged. “If you say so.”

      “Any other likely suspects?”

      Parker sighed. “There are a handful of people on this ship who have history with either Anson or Dusty. Shawn should be looking closely at all of them.”

      “That includes you, of course,” Jonathan said.

      “Yes, of course,” Parker said with a laugh. “But my history with Dusty is ancient history. We hadn’t spoken in years, and I had no interest in seeing her again.”

      “But Kyla was hoping to see her while you are on the  Lady Elizabeth,” Jonathan said.

      “Kyla had a number of reasons for wanting to rekindle her friendship with Dusty. Their initial agreement was about to run out and Kyla was worried about money.”

      “Initial agreement?” Jonathan echoed.

      Parker shrugged. “I don’t know the details, but when Kyla and Dusty stopped speaking to one another, Dusty gave Kyla credits, millions of credits. She also continued to pay most of Kyla’s bills for her. As I understand it, Dusty agreed to do so for a set period of time, and that period of time was about to run out.”

      “So Kyla was really hoping to talk to Dusty on the voyage,” Jonathan said.

      “She was. She complained to me daily about the privacy screen on their cabin door.”

      “I’m surprised she didn’t knock anyway,” Jonathan said.

      “She may have,” Parker said. “If she did, she didn’t tell me about it, though.”

      “And you weren’t tempted to knock on their door?” Jonathan asked.

      “I had no interest in ever seeing Dusty again.”

      “It’s a small ship. It seems inevitable that you would have crossed paths at some point between Cenclare and Val Segas,” I said.

      Parker frowned at me. “We would have ignored one another. That’s easy enough to do. Are we finished now?”

      “Just a few more questions,” Jonathan said. “When did you last speak to Dusty?”

      “When she told me she was no longer interested in seeing me. That was just a short time before she announced that she and Anson were getting married.”

      “You must have been furious.”

      Parker shrugged. “I was upset momentarily, but there are plenty of other women in the galaxy. The only good thing about Dusty was that I didn’t have to worry that she was only interested in my bank balance.”

      “Why do you think she married Anson?”

      “I wish I knew,” Parker snapped. “He was stupid and weak and poor, nothing like the men Dusty usually dated. I’ll never understand what she saw in him.”

      “Maybe it was because he wasn’t like the other men she knew,” I suggested.

      “He was only interested in her money,” Parker said. “And he was going to get plenty of it, because she hadn’t listened to me and made him sign a pre-marriage agreement before she married him.”

      “How do you know that?” Jonathan asked.

      “It was in the papers,” Parker said with a wave of his hand.

      “Was it? Or did Dusty tell you?” Jonathan asked. “Maybe Dusty even asked you if you could help her get rid of the man.”

      Parker laughed. “She knew better than to ask me for favors.”

      “Did she?”

      Parker frowned. “Dusty had plenty of connections. If she wanted to get rid of Anson, she could easily have made it happen.”

      “But Dusty loved getting other people to do things for her,” Jonathan said. “She used poor Fred Neill quite dreadfully.”

      “Did she? I’m not surprised,” Parker said flatly.

      “I think maybe she tried to use you, too. I think she suggested that you could get back together once Anson was gone. She just needed a bit of help getting rid of the man.”

      “If she’d made such a suggestion, I would have turned her down flat.”

      “I’d have expected you to play along, really,” Jonathan said. “Play along and try to trap her in her own machinations. That would have been more your style.”

      “You may be right about that, but it didn’t happen.”

      “Anson got them a cabin instead of a suite. I would have expected Dusty to throw money at the problem until she got the suite she wanted,” Jonathan said.

      “If the suites were full, there wasn’t much anyone could do about it.”

      “I was offered credits to switch to a cabin,” Jonathan said. “Dusty could have kept increasing the offer until someone agreed.”

      “I can’t see what that has to do with anything.”

      “I think she stopped worrying about the cabin because she was planning to share a suite with someone other than Anson,” Jonathan said.

      I swallowed my gasp.

      “Kyla has a suite. Maybe she was going to share with Kyla.”

      “You also have a suite. Maybe she was going to share with you.”

      Parker flushed. “I can’t tell you what Dusty was planning. As I said earlier, we hadn’t spoken in a long time.”

      “Why did you send her a bottle of wine, then?” Jonathan asked.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Parker said.

      “You sent a bottle of wine to Dusty’s cabin with a note that said, ‘Welcome Aboard,’” Jonathan said. “The order is in the ship’s systems.”

      “I was trying to be nice. As someone said earlier, I was bound to see Dusty during the voyage. It seemed sensible to be polite.”

      “Was she happy to see you when you knocked on her door?” Jonathan asked.

      “Are you accusing me of something?”

      “There are cameras in the corridors,” Jonathan said.

      “It wasn’t me. Maybe it was someone who looked a bit like me, but it wasn’t me.”

      “You knocked and then Dusty let you in. How long did it take you to convince them to have a drink with you?” Jonathan asked. “And how long after they’d had that drink did they die?”

      Parker got to his feet. “All of this is fascinating, but you can’t prove any of it. I’m going now.”

      “I don’t think so,” Captain Ryder said as he walked out from behind a large cluster of rocks. “I think you need to answer some more questions.”

      Parker sighed. “I was only trying to help a friend. Dusty had decided that she wanted to get rid of Anson. She called and asked me for help. I agreed to supply her with something that would do the job. The plan was for her to get him to take the poison and then come and stay with me. Anson’s body would remain undiscovered until Val Segas, by which time it would have been impossible to work out what had killed him.”

      “So what went wrong?” Jonathan asked.

      “Dusty gave Anson the poison and then decided that she’d made a mistake. She grabbed the bottle and poured herself a glass and drank it all. Then she told me to get out and leave them. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “You should have gotten Becca,” Jonathan said. “She could have saved them both.”

      Parker shrugged. “It was murder and suicide. I was just an unwilling accomplice.”

      “From what I just heard, you were more than willing,” Captain Ryder said. “Let’s go.”

      “Five,” I said shakily as the captain led the man out.

      Jonathan laughed. “Did you believe his version of events?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t see Dusty turning to him for help. I think he surprised them in their cabin and managed to talk his way in. Then he poured them drinks and added the poison. When they started getting sleepy, it would have been easy enough for him to get them both into bed.”

      Jonathan nodded. “I can see it happening that way.”

      “You knew it was him all along. Why didn’t you just have him arrested?”

      “I didn’t know anything for certain, and he was refusing to speak to me. I was able to get him to agree only because I was talking to everyone.”

      “But if you had video footage of him at their door…”

      Jonathan laughed. “There are cameras in the corridors, but they aren’t monitored, and they don’t record. I never actually told him that there was footage of him at Dusty’s door.”

      “You just tricked him into thinking that there was.”

      “Yep, and it was pretty effective, if I say so myself.”

      It was nearly time for dinner, but I made my way back to my cabin, determined to take a quick shower to try to wash away how miserable I felt. Singer rushed to snuggle with me as soon as I walked into my cabin.

      “Parker killed them,” I told her. “And he didn’t seem the least bit sorry.”

      After my shower, I ordered dinner in my room. I’d watch Shawn’s announcement the next day from there, too, I decided. That way I could focus on my studying and try to forget everything else.

      “Reserve me a seat on a shuttle to Odontotyrannos,” I told my smart cube, hoping I’d feel better once we reached Chaos Sector.

      “Processing,” the cube said. “Would you like to be on the first shuttle of the day? It leaves at ten o’clock.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Booking ten seats on the first shuttle of the day,” the cube said.

      “No, not ten seats. I just need one seat.”

      “Booking ten seats on the one o’clock shuttle.”

      “No, don’t do that. You really are quite useless, aren’t you?”

      “Canceling all bookings. How can I help you?”

      I sighed. “Never mind, I’ll do it myself.”

      It took only a moment to get myself a seat on the first shuttle to Odontotyrannos, which would be leaving the  Lady Elizabeth at nine o’clock on our first day in Chaos Sector. Feeling as if I had something to look forward to, I settled in with my study cube while I waited for my dinner to be delivered.
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      I suspect everyone on the Lady Elizabeth was excited when we finally reached Chaos Sector.  For the first time since we’d left Cenclare, the ship actually stopped for a planetary excursion.  Odontotyrannos is famous throughout the galaxy for its shops, restaurants, and other entertainments.

       

      I knew that most of the planet was covered with buildings, but I took the shuttle down to the surface hoping to find my way outside.  Dreaming of walking on real grass in an outdoor park, I spent ages trying to find an exit.

       

      Unfortunately, when I finally found one, all that was outside the door was a parking lot filled with construction vehicles.  Oh, and a pair of dead bodies.  At this rate, I’m starting to think I’m not going to get through a single sector without finding someone dead.
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        Chapter One

        Chaos Sector - Day Two

      

      

      “We’re here,” I told Singer.

      “Meroow,” she replied.

      “At least you’re cute,” I said, picking her up for a quick snuggle.  “You’d be better company if you could talk, though.”

      “Mewwwww.”

      “Or maybe not,” I conceded as I set her back on the floor.  “Maybe you’d just disagree with me all the time.  Maybe I’m better off not having the only talking cat in the galaxy.”

      Singer shrugged and then walked over to her cat bed and climbed inside. 

      “Oh, I know.  It’s too early for you to be up and about.  But I have a seat on the very first shuttle to Odontotyrannos, and I don’t want to miss the shuttle.  This is the first time we’ve actually stopped since we boarded in Cenclare, and I’m so ready to see something other than the inside of the Lady Elizabeth, I can’t even tell you.”

      Singer closed her eyes, clearly not interested in spite of my excitement.  There was no point in arguing with her.  I had better things to do.  I took of my pajamas and jumped into the shower.

      “All jets, level three warm,” I said.  Something clicked and then something clanked.  One jet began to trickle water very hot water onto my feet.  A second shot a stream of ice-cold water into my stomach.

      “What the meteors is happening now?  All jets, level three warm.”

      The jet at my feet switched off.  Two more jets, one at my knees and one my chest began to spit out cold water in small bursts.  After a few seconds, something made a groaning noise and the water stopped.

      I took a deep breath.  “Top jets, level three warm.”

      It was as if nothing had ever gone wrong.  The jets on the top half of the shower all shot out lovely warm water.  I quickly began to shampoo my hair.  As I turned to rinse the soap from my hair, the jets all suddenly stopped.

      “All jets, level three warm,” I said.

      Nothing happened.

      “Top jets, level three warm.”

      The jets at my feet began to spray cold water upwards.

      “I just want to rinse the shampoo out of my hair.  Any jets, warm water, please.”

      Everything turned off. 

      “If you are having difficulty with your shower unit, please consult your manual,” an electronic voice said.  “Each jet can be individually controlled to optimize your showering experience.  The Model SI3894-BXWWT is equipped with lights, sounds, and scents to further maximize your enjoyment.  Please speak slowly and carefully into the unit when requesting your preferred shower settings.  You can say things like ‘All jets, no heat,’ or…”

      “Stop, stop,” I shouted as all of the jets suddenly started spraying me with cold water.  The jets stopped and I stood there dripping for a moment. 

      “All jets, warm water, please,” I said slowly and carefully.

      “What level of warmth?  We have five different settings that can be considered warm.  Please choose a setting between one and five, where one is the coolest of the warm settings and five is the hottest of the warm settings,” the voice said.

      “All jets, level three warm,” I replied.

      Three random jets turned on, but at least the water was tepid, rather than cold.  I quickly rinsed as much shampoo out of my hair as I could from the jet at shoulder height.  Then I soaped my body and rinsed the soap away as best I could. 

      “If I didn’t have somewhere to be, I’d call maintenance,” I told the shower as I grabbed a towel.  “No doubt they have a long list of jobs to do on this ship, though.”

      “Do you need to request maintenance in your cabin?” my smart cube asked as I got dressed.

      “No, thank you,” I replied, giving the cube a suspicious look.  It had been behaving badly for most of the last sector.  Now I was worried that it might log a dozen or more maintenance requests while I was away.

      “You have one reminder today,” the cube said.

      “Play reminder.”

      “You have a ticket for the first shuttle to Odontotyrannos today, which will begin boarding in twelve minutes in the shuttle launch area.  Do you wish to use your ticket today?”

      “Yes, of course I wish to use it.  I can’t tell you how much I want to use it.  I’m going to get off this damned ship for a few hours and walk around an actual planet.  An actual planet that isn’t Cenclare, at that.  I’ve never done that before.”

      “Enjoy your visit to Odontotyrannos,” the smart cube said.  “You can have your purchases sent back to the ship from any of the holding stations on the planet.”

      “I don’t plan on doing that much shopping, but thanks for the information.”

      I grabbed a breakfast bar from the small collection of emergency rations that I kept in a drawer.  This wasn’t exactly an emergency, but I didn’t have time to visit the ship’s restaurant this morning for a proper breakfast.  As I chewed through the cardboard-like texture, a series of chimes sounded.

      “Good morning, passengers,” a voice said.  “Yesterday we welcomed you to Chaos Sector.  Today we are happy to welcome you to Odontotyrannos, the first of our planetary excursion stops on our long-distance journey to Val Segas.  Shuttles will be departing regularly from the shuttle transport station throughout the day.  If you haven’t already reserved a spot on a shuttle, please contact a crew member immediately so that we can find you a space.  You don’t want to miss a chance to visit Odontotyrannos.”

      “No, I do not,” I muttered as I checked that I had everything that I thought I’d need in my small backpack.  It felt odd, planning for a day away from the ship after the past twenty-one days on board. 

      “Be ready for the wonders that Odontotyrannos offers,” the voice continued.  “Visit over seventy-five thousand stores, from the largest super-galactic retailers to the smallest unique boutique specialty shops.  Grab a quick bite to eat in the food hall in Community F with two hundred forty-seven different counters offering food from across the galaxy.  Or visit Community R to enjoy a meal in one of the nine hundred different restaurants.”

      “It’s going to be a nightmare,” I told Singer.  “How do you decide what to eat from hundreds of different options?  But there must be places to go outside of the shops and restaurants.  The people who live on Odontotyrannos must have parks, right?  I just want to walk in a park and maybe grab a sandwich from a street vendor.  I want to feel as if I’m on a planet, not a spaceship, for a few hours.”

      “Don’t forget to have everything you purchase sent back to the ship.  There’s no need for you to carry around heavy shopping bags.  Let us take care of your shopping for you.  Just stop at any holding station on the planet – there are holding stations in every community,” the voice reminded us.  “Community C contains communication stations if anyone wants to contact friends or family elsewhere in the galaxy.”

      I inhaled sharply.  I hadn’t really thought about communication stations.

      “Please enjoy your visit to Odontotyrannos.  The Lady Elizabeth will be remaining in orbit around the planet for the entire day.  The last shuttle back to the ship will depart at midnight, Cenclare time.  Please make sure that you are still using Cenclare time.  Clocks on Odontotyrannos should display both space time and Cenclare time.  All passengers need to be sure to scan as they leave the ship and on their return.  Please be sure to be back on the ship on time.  We don’t want to have to send a security unit to the planet to find you.”

      “Especially since the ship doesn’t have any proper security,” I muttered.  “Although maybe we will by the end of the day.” 

      I checked my bag again and then threw it over my shoulder.  “Be a good kitty,” I told Singer.  “The Auto-Feeder will make sure that you get lunch and dinner and a treat while I’m gone.  Please behave.”

      Singer opened one eye and then shut it again.  Feeling like a bad cat parent, I pushed the button to open my door.  The corridor outside was empty.  I waved to Singer as the door slid shut behind me.  The elevator took me to the shuttle launch deck without any unnecessary stops elsewhere.  There was a short queue of people waiting to board the shuttle.

      “Scan here,” I was told by one of the ship’s crew.

      I scanned my wrist unit across his data pad.  He looked at the screen and then nodded. 

      “You’re cleared to board.  Seat 1A.”

      I climbed into the shuttle and found my seat.  It only took a few minutes for the rest of the shuttle to fill, all except for the seat next to mine.

      “Good morning,” a pretty brunette told us as she walked down the aisle between the seats.  “We’re just about ready to depart.  We’re one passenger short, but there are plenty of shuttles later in the day, so we won’t delay on her behalf.  As soon as the doors are closed, I’ll go over the safety information for this InmonCorp Model X395 shuttle.”

      “Sorry I’m late,” a voice said.

      I smiled at the woman who dropped into the seat next to mine.  Kelly Collins and I had met not long after we’d left Cenclare.  While we weren’t exactly friends, I was always happy to see her.

      “Good morning,” I said as Kelly buckled her seatbelt.

      “Good morning.  Ready to do some shopping?” she replied.

      I shrugged.  “I just want to get off the ship for a few hours.  I can’t really afford to do much shopping.”

      Kelly grinned.  “Here, have a few thousand credits,” she said, handing me a card.  “Don’t object.  I inherited a fortune from Allen, and I feel terrible spending it all on myself.  This way you can have some fun, buy a few things, get yourself a fancy dinner, and I can feel less guilty about inheriting everything from a man I thought I’d divorced years ago.”

      I really wanted to object, but before I could say anything, the shuttle door slid shut and the woman at the front of the cabin began to speak.

      “Good morning.  Welcome aboard Shuttle Douglas.  Each of our shuttles has a name, given to it by the InmonCorp naming committee.  They also named the Lady Elizabeth, which is a lovely name, but I much prefer calling her Bessie.  But where was I?  Oh, yes, welcome aboard.” 

      She smiled brightly at us as the engines began to whine.  A moment later, I could feel the shuttle lifting.

      “As we begin our journey to the planet Odontotyrannos, let me take a minute to acquaint you will of the safety features aboard this shuttle,” she said.  “There are seven emergency exits that can be accessed wherever you see the red ‘emergency’ sign.  Please do not attempt to use these exits while the shuttle is in space.  Opening an emergency exit while we are traveling between the ship and the planet will result in a catastrophic explosion that will destroy the shuttle.  Emergency exits can only be used while we are stationary, either in the shuttle docking bay on the Lady Elizabeth or once we are safely within a planetary arrival area.”

      “Sort of defeats the purpose of emergency exits if they only work when we’re safe,” Kelly suggested.

      The brunette flushed.  “Please be certain that your seatbelt is securely fastened at all times until we arrive on planet.  In the event that the shuttle’s oxygen supplies become exhausted, each seat contains a small oxygen tank that can be accessed through your left armrest.  Please do not attempt to access this oxygen unless instructed to do so by a member of the crew.”

      I could hear several people pulling and tugging on their armrests. 

      “Nothing is happening,” someone complained.

      “The armrests are locked while we are traveling with an adequate supply of oxygen,” we were told.  “Please do not attempt to access the emergency oxygen unless we encounter an actual emergency.”

      I looked out the window.  We were slowly making our way the short distance from the ship to the planet.  From where I was sitting, I couldn’t make out the surface of the planet.  All I could see was several huge projections coming from the planet.  A massive hamburger bounced up and down outside my window.  Several brightly colored gemstones seemed to rain down from above the shuttle, each one flashing the name of one of the planet’s large jewelry stores.  I ducked as a pair of pants rushed toward me.

      “They’re just projections,” Kelly said.

      I nodded and then forced myself not to flinch as a bottle of champagne exploded in front of me.  The cascade of bubbles spelled out the name of a gourmet grocery store.

      “In the event of a water landing, our shuttle is equipped with individual flotation devices for every passenger,” the woman continued.  “Your flotation device is in your right armrest.  Again, please do not attempt to access this device unless it is absolutely necessary.”

      Outside my window, a line of dancing sweaters faded away as a large breadstick appeared.  The stick fell open and slices of meat and cheese began to fly toward it.  Suddenly, the projections vanished, and I could see the door to the landing platform slowly sliding open.  A minute later the shuttle touched down inside the arrival area.

      “Please remember to return to landing area 2XR before midnight Cenclare time,” we were told as we all began to stand up and gather our things.  “Shuttles will be making the journey back and forth, to and from the Lady Elizabeth and the planet on a continuous basis.  Welcome to Odontotyrannos. Enjoy your stay.”

      The shuttle door slid open, and everyone rushed to get off.  I was still holding the card that Kelly had given me in my hand. 

      “I can’t take this,” I said, turning toward her. 

      She grinned.  “Of course you can.  Treat yourself.”  She slipped away, walking quickly down the aisle before I could reply. 

      A man with a huge backpack stepped into the aisle, blocking me from following her.  He stood for several seconds, checking each pocket and section while muttering to himself.  Then he lifted the bag onto his back and started down the aisle.

      What does he have in there? I wondered as I followed.  It’s a planet full of shops and restaurants.  Why is he bringing so much with him?

      A moving walkway took us from the shuttle into the main shuttle station.  I taped the gate number into my wrist unit so I couldn’t forget and then rode the next walkway toward the large sign that said “This way to Odontotyrannos.”  That walkway led to another that led to yet another.  Eventually, we reached the huge gateway.  The sign there said, “Welcome to Odontotyrannos – Your Universal Shopping Destination.”  The smaller sign underneath it read “Please speak to any employee if you need additional credit today.”

      I frowned and then gasped as the walkway carried us into an enormous space full of bright lights and flashing signs.  Projections beamed at me from every direction, advertising everything from socks to individual spacecraft to expensive vacations in the far reaches of the galaxy.  Closing my eyes, I counted to ten and then slowly opened them again.  The sensory overload was relentless. 

      Stepping forward, a series of moving walkways gave me a choice of communities.  Almost without thinking, I selected Community C.  It would be nice to communicate with someone back on Cenclare, I thought.  Maybe someone I used to work with or something.

      I knew I was lying to myself.  There was only one person back on Cenclare that I was interested in reaching.  Whether I’d actually try talking to him or not was another matter.

      It took twenty minutes for my walkway to carry me all the way to Community C.  Every twenty seconds or so another walkway crossed my path while projections tried to persuade me to change course for one of the shopping or eating communities.  I stayed where I was, though, feeling increasingly eager to talk to my old friend.

      When I finally reached Community C, it felt oddly quiet.  Individual communication booths stretched out as far as the eye could see.  As far I could tell, every one of them had a glowing red light above the door, indicating that it was in use.  I stepped off the walkway and went between two booths into the row behind the row that bordered the walkway.  None of the booths there were occupied.  After a moment’s hesitation, I slipped the card that Kelly had given me into the slot.  She could pay for my conversation.  That seemed a better use of her credits than buying something I didn’t need.  I’d let her buy me lunch, too, if I decided to stay on the planet that long.

      Inside the booth, I took a few deep breaths and then tapped a code.  After several seconds, an electronic voice said “connecting.”  A moment later, a face appeared in front of me.

      “Diana, hello,” the woman said coolly.

      “Hello, Tara,” I replied.  “Is Jason at home?”

      “He’s in a meeting.  I’ll tell him you tried to reach him.”

      “Will he be long?  I can try again in a few minutes.”

      Tara sighed.  “I’ll see if he’s available.”

      The screen went blank.  I counted to one hundred and then decided that Tara had probably chosen not to bother Jason.  I was debating what to do next when the screen shimmered again.

      “Diana?  What a lovely surprise,” Jason said as his face appeared on the screen.  “It isn’t really a surprise, though.  You’re on Odontotyrannos today, aren’t you?  I told Tara this morning that I thought you might try to communicate.  How is the Lady Elizabeth?  How is long distance space travel?”

      “Hi,” I said, suddenly feeling awkward.  “Space travel is boring.  The Lady Elizabeth is okay.  I don’t want to complain, because you were kind enough to buy my ticket for the journey.”

      Jason laughed.  “Go ahead and complain.  You know I was happy to buy your ticket, and that I could easily afford it.  I’ve heard that B Deck is miserable.  I really should have bought you a ticket for A Deck.  Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry.  You know I didn’t want you to buy me any ticket, really.  I only let you do it because I want to get to Val Segas and start over so badly.  Besides, I’m not on B Deck.”

      “You aren’t?  I paid for a ticket for B Deck.  Don’t tell me they’ve moved you to another deck that isn’t as nice?  I didn’t think C Deck was finished before you sailed.”

      “It isn’t finished, and I’m not on C Deck, either.  I’m actually on A Deck.”

      “Wow.  That’s quite an upgrade.  I hope they aren’t going to bill me for the extra credits.  Tara will have a fit.”

      I laughed.  “You don’t need to worry about that, or rather Tara doesn’t.  The captain decided to move me after I found a dead body.”

      There was a moment of silence before Jason spoke again.  “You found a dead body?  That hasn’t made the news here yet.”

      “I don’t think the people on the ship want it to make the news.”

      “No, I suppose they don’t.  Tell me everything.”

      I took a deep breath.  “I’d only just boarded when…”

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Tara said, her face appearing next to Jason’s on the screen.  “But you have a meeting in five minutes,” she told Jason.

      He glanced at her and then sighed.  “Yes, dear, thank you.”

      Tara shot me a smugly satisfied look and then disappeared from the screen.

      “I’m afraid I really do have to go,” Jason said.  “But I want to hear all about the dead body and everything else that’s happening on the Lady Elizabeth.  Can we talk tomorrow?”

      “We’re only on Odontotyrannos for the day.  I can try again once we get to our next stop, but that isn’t until halfway through Energy Sector.  I’m not sure what sort of communications are available on Caboluxous though.”

      “I’m really sorry, Di.  I miss you and I want to hear all about your adventures but work always has to come first.”

      “I know and it’s fine.  I just wanted to say hi, really.  And thank you, again, for the ticket, even if space travel is really boring.”

      “Go and have fun on Odontotyrannos.  It’s one of Tara’s favorite places in the galaxy, you know.”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      Jason laughed.  “Reach out when you get to Caboluxous if you can.  I’d love to have a nice long conversation and catch up properly.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Great.  Now I have to go.”

      The screen went blank for a moment before Tara reappeared.

      “Sorry about that,” she said, looking delighted.  “Jason has been working a lot lately.”

      “It’s fine.  I just wanted to thank him again for my ticket.”

      “How are things on B Deck?  I heard rumors that there are food supply issues.”

      “I wouldn’t know.  I got moved up to A Deck.  There haven’t been any issues with food supplies there.” 

      I was childish enough to enjoy the unhappy surprise that I saw on Tara’s face.  “Moved up to A Deck?  How odd.”

      I shrugged.  “It’s been an odd cruise, but I won’t bore you with all of the details.  I need to do some shopping for my cat before I head back to the ship.”

      “Cat?  You got a cat?”

      “Singer is a SuperNex,” I told her, knowing that she’d know all about the super rare and extremely expensive breed.  “As I said, it’s been an odd journey so far.”

      “A SuperNex?” Tara repeated faintly.  “How nice.”

      “She’s lovely,” I agreed.  “I highly recommend them as pets if you ever decide you want one.  It was lovely speaking with you.”

      “Bye,” Tara said.

      I closed the conversation and then took several deep breaths.  I’d enjoyed telling Tara about my good fortune, but I’d really wanted to talk to Jason about everything else that had happened while I’d been on the Lady Elizabeth.  We’d only sailed through two sectors so far and I’d already found three dead bodies.  The cruise was not going at the way I’d expected.  Jason would have been interested and sympathetic.  I knew Tara would not have been either, though.
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