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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 off 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 at 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 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 remain 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 along the way. 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 the comms unit on my wrist 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 took only 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 with all 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 be used only while we are stationary, either in the shuttle docking bay on the Lady Elizabeth, or once we are safely within a planetary arrival area.”

      “It 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 were several huge projected images 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 tapped the gate number into my comms 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 in 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, I mean. 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 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 ultra-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 sailed through only two sectors so far and I’d already found three dead bodies. The cruise was not going at all 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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      “You have been charged forty-seven credits,” a voice told me as I opened the booth’s door.

      “That wasn’t bad,” I muttered as I walked back toward the moving walkway. Communications were probably subsidized by the shops and restaurants. They probably hoped that everyone was calling home to tell their friends and family how wonderful Odontotyrannos was.

      With no clear destination in mind, I stood on the walkway and let it carry me toward the shops. When I saw the sign for Community A, I switched walkways. I hadn’t been lying about needing a few things for Singer. When I’d unexpectedly been given the animal, one of the other passengers had been kind enough to lend me several of the things that I would need to look after her properly. This was my first opportunity to buy myself the things I needed so I could return the things I’d borrowed. What I didn’t know was how expensive such things would be. The credits from Kelly were a bonus, though. Maybe I could use them to buy what I needed.

      Feeling both relieved and slightly guilty, I stopped at the entrance to Community A, feeling overwhelmed again as I looked at the huge multistory shopping area.

      “For what animal are you shopping?” a voice above me asked.

      I looked up at the hovering mech-bot. “A cat,” I said.

      “This way for cats,” the bot said, leading me forward. Moving walkways and stairs seemed to go in every direction.

      “Cats, here,” the bot said a moment later, shining a bright light on the bottom step of a set of moving stairs.

      When both of my feet were firmly planted on the step, the stairs began to climb. “Thanks,” I said to the bot, but it was already flying back toward the entrance.

      The stairs took me up several levels and then stopped in front of yet another moving walkway. As I rode along the walkway, projections of cats and kittens began to appear around me. I watched as kittens played inside huge and undoubtedly expensive play spaces, larger cats climbed towering cat trees, and various animals munched on a variety of foods, all of which were endlessly described to me. When the walkway ended, I was greeted by a tall blonde woman.

      “Good morning. Are you shopping for a cat today?”

      I nodded.

      “Excellent. You’ve come to the right place. We have everything your cat could possibly need. Have you considered a kitty play palace? They come in all shapes and sizes to give your little darling a wonderful space to play.”

      “I just need a few things.”

      “What you think you need and what your kitten actually needs may not be the same thing,” the woman told me. “I’m sure you want to do everything you can to keep your little darling happy.”

      An hour later, I walked out of Community A with several large shopping bags. Although the blonde had done her best, I hadn’t spent every single credit on the card that Kelly had given me. I had, however, bought quite a few things that Singer probably didn’t need.

      Sighing at my inability to resist the other woman’s sales pitch, I headed for the nearest holding station. Arranging to have my purchases sent back to the ship turned out to be more complicated than I’d been led to believe, but once the paperwork was finally completed, I was happy to once again have my hands free. I watched as my shopping bags were loaded into a large container and then coded for the Lady Elizabeth. As I walked away, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d probably never see any of my purchases again.

      “Now what?” I asked myself as I stood just outside Community A. I was a little bit hungry, but I was also tired of the bright lights and the projections and the noise that surrounded me.

      I looked around and then spotted the large station next to the holding station. “Information” was exactly what I needed.

      “How can I help you?” the woman behind the desk asked.

      “I want to go outside,” I said.

      She stared at me for so long that I started to think that she was a bot and I’d broken her.

      “Outside?” she said eventually.

      “Yes. I want to breathe some fresh air and walk around a park or something.”

      “A park?”

      “You do have parks on Odontotyrannos, don’t you? Somewhere for children to play?”

      “There are four amusement parks on planet. You can take the walkways to either Community X or Community Y to find them.”

      “I don’t want an amusement park within the building. I want to go outside.”

      “There are forty-seven different climate simulators in Community U. You can experience everything from rain or snow to sunshine on the beach. Just take the walkways to Community U.”

      “I’m not looking for a simulated climate. I’m looking for a real climate. I just got off the Lady Elizabeth after twenty-one days in space. I want to experience a real planet with real grass and real trees.”

      The woman frowned. “Our climate simulators provide an experience that is as true to life as possible. Let me find you some discount cards for the simulators.”

      I thought about arguing, but she walked away before I could speak. When she returned, she handed me a small stack of cards. The one on top offered ten percent off an hour in a snowy climate simulation.

      “Thanks, but this isn’t really what I had in mind. Are there any parks near where you live?”

      She blinked several times. “I live in Community Q,” she said. “Just about everyone who works here lives there.”

      “Inside this huge building?”

      “The planet is actually covered in a cluster of linked buildings, and as far as I know, it covers almost the entire planet.”

      “So there isn’t anything out there?” I asked, gesturing toward the clearly artificial sky that I could see through the window behind her.

      “There doesn’t need to be anything out there. We have everything we need here. As I said, there are amusement parks and climate simulators.”

      “Where do the children play?”

      “There are childcare centers in Community B. They offer the latest in baby care technology. Every child is assigned a personal mech-bot for the duration of his or her stay. The mech-bots are able to meet the individual needs of each child through continuous monitoring and interaction. Your child will be given opportunities to play, learn, eat, and sleep as needed while you enjoy your time shopping and dining on Odontotyrannos.”

      I shook my head. “Never mind. Thank you.”

      “Thank you. Enjoy your visit to Odontotyrannos.”

      As I walked away, I shuffled through the cards I’d been given. If I wanted to splash in rain or stroll on a beach, I could do so at a discount. Assuming I didn’t mind that it was all part of a simulation, rather than the real thing. Sighing, I walked to the nearest walkway and stepped on. As it began to move, I turned the cards over in my hand.

      “This walkway ends at the entrance to Community R. Please select what type of cuisine you are interested in enjoying as you approach the end of the walkway.”

      I frowned and then stepped onto the first walkway that crossed my path.

      “This walkway ends at the entrance to Community X, one of our recreational communities. There are three amusement parks in Community X. Take a spin on one of our flying coasters or a more sedate ride along our grand canal. There are one thousand and four different rides, attractions, and shows in Community X.”

      When the walkway ended, I walked into Community X and stared. Families seemed to be everywhere, rushing from ride to ride. Or maybe they were rushing from the attractions to the shows. None of it really appealed to me, though. I sat down on a nearby bench. As it began to lift off the ground, I pressed the “emergency landing” button to make it stop. Then I sat back and closed my eyes.

      “Are you okay?”

      The medical mech-bot was hovering right over my head.

      “I’m fine. Just resting.”

      “There are resting pods in Community S. You can have your choice of sounds, scents, and lighting as you rest and recover from your adventures here.”

      “Thanks. I just want to sit here for a few minutes.”

      “This bench is here to transport guests to the various different sections of the community. I’m afraid it isn’t meant to be used for just sitting.”

      I laughed. “I can’t just sit here for a minute?”

      “You may have one minute,” the bot said, sounding as if he felt he was being incredibly generous. “After that time, you will need to leave the bench or choose a destination within Community X.”

      As I counted down the seconds in my head, I flipped back through the cards I’d been given at information. It wasn’t until I was going through them for the second time that I noticed the writing on the back of one of the cards.

      Frowning, I held the card close to my face, squinting to read what had been printed under the codes needed for the discount.

      “’Door X345 in Community Y leads outside.’”

      I read it twice and then blinked several times. As I was reading it again, the bench began to lift.

      “What is your destination?” it asked.

      “Community Y,” I said.

      The bench lowered me to the ground. “To get to Community Y, you must exit this community. Take walkway 395842XE toward Community R, then take walkway 395841EW when it crosses the first walkway. When walkway 498338AA crosses your path, take it, but only for…”

      I walked away as the bench kept talking. There were signs everywhere. Finding Community Y couldn’t be that difficult.

      Half an hour later, I was about ready to admit defeat. I’d done my best to follow the signs, but I’d just been taken past the same fountain for the third time. The first time, I’d been enchanted by the artificial butterflies flittering around the splashing water, but now I found myself annoyed by their antics. I didn’t want to see them again.

      As the walkway neared the end, I spotted a small sign I hadn’t seen before. “Community Y Expressway,” it said. I had to push past a few people to get there, but a moment later I was heading in a new direction filled with cautious optimism. As the day had progressed, more and more people seemed to be everywhere. For some reason, though, I had this walkway all to myself.

      “As we approach the end of the walkway, please decide where you want to start your adventure in Community Y,” a voice told me. “There are ten rides, two shows, and a game arcade in Community Y.”

      “That’s it?” I asked. “No wonder no one is going to Community Y.”:

      When the walkway stopped, I stepped through the doors into Community Y. A large sign told me a lot more.

      “Welcome to Community Y – a ReXelCorp expansion project.”

      Except ReXelCorp had gone out of business about six months ago. No doubt their demise had impacted what they’d been planning in Community Y.

      “Welcome to Community Y,” a mech-bot said flatly. “We’re excited to be a part of the expansion of Odontotyrannos.”

      “You sound thrilled.”

      Sarcasm was wasted on bots, of course.

      “Only a tiny section of Community Y has been completed to date. Are you interested in rides, shows, or games?”

      “I’d like to just walk around for a little while, explore on my own.”

      “Of course. I’ll accompany you.”

      I frowned up at the bot and then shrugged. Maybe someone else would come in and take him away. I could hope. There weren’t any moving walkways here. Instead, small signs pointed toward each of the different rides. They all seemed to be housed in individual buildings, which made it impossible to learn more about them. I wasn’t interested in riding, but it was still frustrating.

      As I took a few steps forward, I was surprised to see a man walking toward me. I was even more shocked when I recognized him. He glanced at me and then kept walking, out of Community Y.

      “Why was Craig Martelle here?” I muttered.

      “Everyone comes to Community Y to ride the SuperThriller,” the bot told me.

      “What happens on the SuperThriller?”

      “The SuperThriller is a flying coaster with six inversions. The ride starts backward and launches riders straight down for the first seven seconds of the journey. After the first inversion, the remainder of the ride carries you forward.”

      “Great, lovely, no thanks,” I said, heading past the rides along an unmarked path.

      “That doesn’t go anywhere,” the bot said.

      “Where do the doors go?” I asked, pointing to a row of doors in the distance.

      “Those are the builder supply areas. They are not building today, so those areas are off-limits.”

      As I got closer, I could see that each door was numbered. My heart began beating a bit faster when I spotted X345.

      “There’s nothing to see here,” the bot said loudly.

      “No? What about that door? Where does that go?”

      “That is an exit door to the planet. No one has any reason to want to go there.”

      “What if I do want to go there?”

      “Then please take careful note of the location of the entrance back into Community Y. We don’t want anyone getting lost on planet.”

      The words surprised me. I’d been expecting the bot to tell me that I couldn’t leave. When I reached the door, I hesitated and then pushed hard. The door groaned softly as it slowly opened.

      “This isn’t going to lock behind me, is it?” I asked the bot as I took a step forward.

      “That door must remain unlocked when Community Y is open,” was the reply.

      “And when does Community Y close for the day?”

      “Community Y never closes.”

      I stepped through the door and then watched as it closed slowly behind me. I quickly pulled it open again, double-checking that I hadn’t been locked out. The bot gave me a curious look as I let the door shut once more. Then I turned around and frowned.

      I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but I’d found myself in the middle of an abandoned construction zone. A large number of construction vehicles were parked every which way along the huge expanse of con-ment. A tall fence surrounded the entire area. As I looked around, I could see a bit of grass just outside the fence in the distance. It wasn’t exactly a park, but I couldn’t stop myself from heading toward it even though I had no idea how I’d get around the fence once I got there.

      The silence felt both wonderful and creepy. After a few paces, I turned and looked back at the building I’d just left. From here, I could see how some of the communities were interconnected. Buildings in all shapes and sizes seemed to jut out in every direction. I could see the thin strips that connected the buildings. Inside, those strips were filled with moving walkways. The endless projections and signs along the way kept people from noticing how narrow some of the sections of walkway actually were. It also kept people from noticing the lack of windows or doors. From where I was standing, there wasn’t a single window or door into the structure aside from the one I’d used.

      I inhaled deeply, suddenly concerned about the planet’s atmosphere. I’d checked before I’d left the ship, and everything I’d read about Odontotyrannos said that the atmosphere was safe for people, but now I wondered if they meant only the atmosphere inside the buildings. Clearly, no one was expected to go outside.

      “I’ll just hurry,” I muttered as I turned back around. “I’ll just run my fingers through the grass and then go back inside.”

      It was just as well I’d said fingers and not toes. When I reached the fence, I couldn’t see a way around it, so I had to be content with bending down and sticking my fingers through it to pat the grassy patch along the edge of the con-ment. I plucked a few blades and inhaled their scent before dropping them into my bag. Feeling better about the universe, I turned and began to walk back toward the building.

      I’d taken only a few steps when I spotted the shoe. It was just lying on its side near the bucket of one of the huge digging machines.

      “That hasn’t been there for long,” I said softly. It looked nearly new, and I was pretty sure I recognized the brand as an expensive one. “How does anyone lose just one shoe? Maybe I should try to find the other one and then turn them both in to one of the lost item stations inside. Or maybe I should stop talking to myself.”

      I shuddered as I realized just how alone I was. I’d just quickly walk around the dig-truck and see if I could find the other shoe. Then I’d get back inside where it was safe. I walked briskly down the side of the machine and then turned and walked along the back of it. When I turned again, I stopped in my tracks.

      I’d found the other shoe, but its owner was still wearing it, and he was most definitely dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The door groaned loudly as I pulled it open. “There’s a body,” I said, struggling to catch my breath. I didn’t think I’d ever run as fast as I just had, back around the dig-truck and then to the door.

      “A body?” the mech-bot repeated. It hadn’t moved from where I’d left it. “Where is a body?”

      “Outside, next to one of the machines. He’s dead. That is, I think he’s dead. I shouted at him, and he didn’t respond. I can’t imagine why anyone would be lying on the ground outside, anyway. He’s not moving. And he’s lost a shoe. I saw the shoe first.”

      “Please calm down. I’m getting help now.”

      “Calm down? How would you feel if you found one of your mech-bot friends on the ground outside?”

      “The dead man was your friend?”

      “No, but he was a person. I’m upset because a person is dead.”

      “And it’s very unusual for you to see dead people. I do understand.”

      “Not as unusual as it should be,” I muttered before I leaned back against the wall. As I let myself slide down the wall until I was sitting on the floor, I tried to catch my breath.

      “Help is on the way,” the mech-bot told me. “I’ve asked for medical help as well as a police-bot.”

      “A police-bot? Don’t you have people policemen here?”

      “Police-bots are just as effective. Our police-bots handle thousands of investigations into theft and other crimes here on Odontotyrannos every year.”

      “What about murder? How often do they investigate murder?”

      “Murder? That is for the police-bots to determine.”

      I sighed. “And why do I care? I didn’t know the man, and I’m leaving the planet tonight. If they want to cover up a murder investigation, call it an accident, whatever, why should I care?”

      Because that man out there, whoever he is, deserves justice, the voice in my head said.

      “Shut up,” I told it.

      “I didn’t say anything,” the mech-bot replied.

      “Sorry. I was talking to myself.”

      “The police-bots are here,” the mech-bot announced. He lifted upwards a few inches and I could almost see him trying to stand at attention as two large blue bots made their way toward us.

      “Please state your name and why you requested police assistance,” one of the bots said, its sensors trained on me.

      I looked at the community mech-bot.  It was busy staring at the ceiling.

      “I’m Diana Dunn.  I found a body,” I said.

      “The body is outside,” the mech-bot added.

      “Outside? What do you mean?” one of the police-bot asked.

      “Outside, through that door,” the mech-bot said, aiming a bright light at the door.

      “Outside? That is not our jurisdiction,” the second police-bot said.

      “Who is responsible for policing outside?” I asked.

      All three bots stared at me for what felt like a long time.

      “There is nothing outside,” one of them finally said. “During the expansion, some things are being stored there, but there is nothing outside.”

      “Right now, there’s a dead body out there. Someone has to find out who he is and how he died,” I argued.

      “I will consult.” One of the police-bots started humming softly, all of its lights blinking as it communicated with someone.

      “Perhaps the man is not dead,” the mech-bot said. “Perhaps he is simply resting.”

      “Why don’t you go and check?” I asked.

      “I work in Community Y. I cannot leave Community Y.”

      “Of course not,” I said with a sigh.

      “We have been authorized to investigate, as long as we can do so without leaving the construction perimeter,” the police-bot announced a moment later.

      “The body isn’t that far from the door. It’s well inside the fence,” I told the bots.

      “Very good. Please wait here,” the bot replied.

      As they flew toward the door, it slowly opened in front of them. I rested my head on the wall behind me and shut my eyes. The reality of what I’d found was starting to sink in. I’d lived a quiet and completely ordinary life on Cenclare. Since I’d left, though, I’d been finding dead bodies with alarming regularity. It didn’t make sense. When I heard the door open again, I opened my eyes.

      “We have questions,” one of the bots told me.

      “I’ll do my best to answer them.”

      “Tell me what you saw.”

      “I saw a shoe,” I said. “I was surprised to see a shoe on its own out there, so I thought I’d walk around the big digging machine and see if I could spot the other one. They looked like nice shoes. I suppose I thought that someone must have dropped both of them just after they’d purchased them or something.”

      The bot nodded. “Customers sometimes leave things on the top of their personal shuttles before they fly away. We have nets to catch things, but some things do end up on the ground outside.”

      “What happens to those things?”

      “There is a team that is responsible for checking the planet for lost items. They do a complete circuit of the entire planet every ten days.”

      “So they would have found the body the next time they went out.”

      “Perhaps. They are not looking for bodies, though. They would have found the shoe, at least. But you were telling me how you happened to find the body.”

      “Oh, right. I decided to walk around the machine to see if I could find the other shoe. When I did so, I found the man lying on the ground next to the machine.”

      “And what did you do next?”

      “I turned around and then ran back here as quickly as I could.”

      “Did you recognize the man on the ground?”

      “No, but I didn’t take a close look.”

      The bot projected an image of the body. As I watched, the man’s face came into focus. I stared at the face and then shook my head.

      “I don’t know him.”

      “He was not another passenger on the Lady Elizabeth?”

      “He may have been. I haven’t met all of the other passengers.”

      “What about the second body?”

      I stared at the bot. “The second body?” I echoed flatly.

      “There is a second body inside the dig-truck machine.”

      “Inside the dig-truck machine?” I shook my head. “I didn’t look inside the machines. I never imagined that there would be anyone inside any of them.”

      “Do you know this man?” the bot asked, projecting another image in front of me.

      “I don’t think so. I don’t think I know either of them.”

      “Tell me about your arrival in Community Y. Why did you come here?”

      “I was just exploring,” I said, not wanting to get the woman from the information station into trouble.

      “Exploring? Tell me more.”

      “I found Odontotyrannos quite overwhelming. I visited Community X and found that far too busy and noisy to be enjoyable. Someone told me that there was another amusement park in Community Y, so I thought I’d come and see if it was quieter here.”

      “And was it?”

      I looked around the empty space. “Yes, it’s much quieter. There was someone leaving when I arrived, but otherwise, I haven’t seen anyone else.”

      “Did you know the person leaving?”

      I frowned. I didn’t want to get anyone into trouble, but I wasn’t going to lie to the bot. “Yes. It was a man named Craig Martelle. He’s a passenger on the Lady Elizabeth.”

      The bot clicked and whirred for a moment. “Thank you. Why did you decide to go outside?”

      “I wanted to walk on some grass – grass that was rooted in actual soil on a real planet, not climate simulator stuff. I’ve never traveled in space before, and I’m finding it an odd and unsettling experience.”

      “Did you…”

      The bot was interrupted by the arrival of a large ambulance. Two medic-bots emerged from the back of the vehicle.

      “Two bodies outside,” the police-bot told them. “Crime scene processing procedures.”

      “A crime has been committed?” one of the medic-bots asked.

      “We believe the two men were murdered,” the police-bot replied.

      I watched as the two medic-bots made their way outside.

      “There must be video that shows everyone who has been in the community today,” I said as the door shut behind the bots. “You should be able to see when the men arrived and who was with them.”

      “All video footage from today is being scanned and evaluated,” the police-bot told me. “It is possible that the men arrived outside without going through Community Y, though.”

      “How? I couldn’t see any other way out of the building.”

      “Private shuttles and individual spacecraft can access the planet.”

      I frowned. “So someone flew here in his or her own spacecraft, parked it outside, and then murdered two men before flying away again.”

      “That’s one possibility.”

      “What are the others?”

      “It is our job to consider the possibilities. Our investigation finds that you did not have the opportunity to murder these men. They have been dead for too long for you to have killed them. Your movements on Odontotyrannos have been tracked since your arrival. You are cleared to resume your visit to the planet.”

      “Cleared to resume my visit? I don’t understand.”

      “We have no further questions. You may continue to enjoy Community Y or explore another community. If you prefer, you can return to your ship, the Lady Elizabeth, for the remainder of the day.”

      “But what about the two dead men?”

      “They are not your concern. We will be investigating their unfortunate passing. You are free to go.”

      I hesitated and then nearly slapped myself. You can go. Go. Why are you arguing? Go back to the ship and forget this ever happened. I took a few slow steps forward, heading toward the community’s entrance.

      “Wait,” the mech-bot said. “Don’t rush away. You still haven’t enjoyed everything that Community Y has to offer. Have I mentioned the SuperThriller? It’s one of the planet’s best coasters.”

      “Thank you, but I think I’d rather just go back to my ship now,” I said.

      “Wait,” the police-bot said, rushing toward me. “I have a few additional questions.”

      My heart sank. “Of course,” I said without enthusiasm.

      “Is the name Ty Newberry familiar to you?”

      I frowned. “Is he one of the dead men?”

      “Please just answer the question.”

      I thought for a moment. “I don’t think so.”

      “What about Jared Marsh?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think I knew either of them, or know either of them, if they aren’t the dead men.”

      “What do you know about ReXelCorp?” was the unexpected next question from the bot.

      “ReXelCorp? Not much. I know they were one of the biggest gaming companies in the universe. They produced some of the galaxy’s most popular computer games, and their in-person gaming events were almost legendary.”

      “Did you ever attend any of their events?”

      I shook my head. “Their events were expensive, and they were usually held in places like Val Segas. That sort of traveling was always outside my budget.”

      “Can you tell me anything else about ReXelCorp?”

      I sighed. “I was a bug chaser on Cenclare. I worked for a small company that mostly hunted bugs in smaller games from independent gaming companies. Every once in a while, though, we’d get asked to test something for one of the big companies. ReXelCorp used the company a few times every year. When they went out of business, I ended up losing my job.”

      “So you have a reason to be angry with ReXelCorp,” the bot said.

      I raised an eyebrow. “I guess so. I wouldn’t have put it that way, but I suppose you could say that.”

      “How would you put it?”

      “I was both personally and professionally disappointed that they’d gone out of business,” I said in a carefully measured tone.

      “Do you know anything more about ReXelCorp or the people who owned it?”

      “I didn’t think anyone knew who owned ReXelCorp. There’s been a lot of speculation over the years, but only that.”

      The bot clicked and a few lights flashed on and off. “That is all,” he said.

      “I’ve heard that before,” I muttered before I started walking away again.

      “ReXelCorp is the company behind the Community Y expansion on Odontotyrannos,” the mech-bot told me as we made our way toward the entrance to the community.

      “Yes, I know. Presumably that expansion is on hold now that ReXelCorp has gone out of business.”

      “The expansion is on hold?” the bot asked.

      I stopped. “When was the last time anything was done here?”

      The bot whirred for a moment. “It has been two hundred and two days since the last update to the system.”

      “Exactly. ReXelCorp went out of business six months ago.”

      “But what will happen to Community Y?”

      “I’ve no idea. I’m surprised it’s still open, really.”

      “But Community Y is my home. I was created by ReXelCorp to welcome guests to the community. That is my only function.”

      “I’m sure you can be reprogrammed.”

      “But I do not want to be reprogrammed. Community Y is my home. I’ve been here since the very beginning. Soon, very soon, more bots are going to be added to the community.”

      I doubt that, I thought. “I’m sure you could be happy in another community.”

      “But I was the first bot here. This is my community. It is my job to welcome guests and to train the other bots as they arrive.”

      I felt a momentary pang of pity for the poor little guy, even though I knew that mech-bots were mechanical beings with no emotions. “Maybe someone else will take over the expansion,” I said.

      “That would be a good thing. The SuperThriller is very popular with guests visiting Odontotyrannos. We also have shows. Did I mention the shows?”

      I nodded. “Yes, and I’m sorry that I don’t have time to see one today. After everything that’s happened, I’m ready to go back to my ship and try to forget all about Odontotyrannos.”

      “I hope that you enjoyed your visit to Community Y. We would be grateful if you would take a moment to share your thoughts on the community with the planet’s management system. Please take a moment to complete a brief survey.”

      The bot stopped in front of me. I was only a few steps away from the doors that would take me back into the chaos beyond. On the wall next to the bot, a screen suddenly illuminated.

      “Thank you for agreeing to take part in our survey,” a voice said. “Here on Odontotyrannos, we want nothing more than total satisfaction from our guests. Please answer the following questions about your experiences within Community Y. Please limit your responses to experiences within Community Y only. Please tap the screen when you are ready to continue.”

      I sighed and then tapped the screen.

      “What was your overall opinion of Community Y?” the voice asked. “The scale is from two to seven. The lower the number, the lower your level of satisfaction with the community. Selecting seven tells us that Community Y was your favorite community on the planet.”

      I hesitated for a moment and then selected seven. While I’d hated finding the dead man, Community Y had provided me with some much-needed peace and quiet.

      “Please rate the following experiences in Community Y based on how much you enjoyed each of them.”

      I looked down the list and then selected “Did not Experience” for every single item.

      “Please rate the service you received from the community’s mech-bots.”

      Of course, I gave the mech-bot a seven. It was hovering next to me, trying to pretend that it wasn’t watching what I was doing.

      “Oh, thank you,” it said when I tapped the seven. “That is, your answers are completely anonymous, of course.”

      I laughed. “Of course.”

      “Is there anything you want to add to your comments or suggestions that you want to make to the planetary authorities that would improve your experience on Odontotyrannos?”

      “How about having an actual park on the actual planet where people can walk outside on real grass?” I asked.

      There was a long silence before the survey spoke again.

      “Thank you for your input. All ideas are carefully considered by our management team. Enjoy the rest of your day on Odontotyrannos.”

      I sighed. “They aren’t going to build a park, are they?” I asked the mech-bot.

      “All ideas are carefully considered,” it replied.

      I nodded and then walked to the entrance. “Thanks for everything,” I said, feeling oddly sad to be leaving, in spite of everything.

      “No, thank you for coming today.” The mech-bot hummed and then lit up bright red. “Hello, welcome to Community Y,” it said, rushing toward the small group of teens who’d just walked through the entrance. “Are you here to ride the SuperThriller?”

      “Yeah,” one of them said.

      “Let me show you the way,” the mech-bot replied. It slowly glided ahead of the group, leading them toward one of the buildings.

      “Yeah, bye,” I muttered before I stepped out of the community. The moving walkway carried me away a moment later. My head was spinning as I tried to forget what I’d seen. The men’s names seemed to be echoing through my brain over and over again. Neither was the least bit familiar, but I felt oddly as if I should have known them.

      I changed walkways twice, trying to make sense of where I was going through the crowds. As I glided past the entrance to Community R, my stomach rumbled loudly. When I glanced at my wrist, I realized that I’d missed lunch and that it was nearly time for dinner.

      “Murder investigations take time,” I muttered.

      For a brief moment, I considered trying to find Community F to get something to eat before I headed back to the ship. As a large group of men wearing matching shirts supporting some sports team jumped onto the walkway in front of me, nearly knocking me over in the process, I changed my mind. I’d wanted off the Lady Elizabeth very badly that morning, but right now I wanted nothing more than to be back in my own little cabin with Singer.

      “And some food,” I added out loud as my stomach rumbled again.

      Now I just had to find the right walkway to take me back to the shuttle station. That proved harder than I’d anticipated. Each walkway I tried seemed determined to take me back into the various shopping communities. The projections around me seemed to be getting increasingly aggressive as I went.

      “Traveling through space? You need extra moisturizing body wash. Zestial Springs offers a truly out-of-this-universe body-washing experience. Tap the projection now to have a two-sector supply sent to your ship.”

      “Tired of space food? Have something special sent back to your ship. Four Odonites Burgers and Rings will delight you with our incredible sandwiches, vegetable rings, and creamy ice cream drinks. Touch the projection now to order a complete meal.”

      “Sleep better with better pillows. Now SlumSleep offers our most affordable deluxe high quality value pillow ever. Tap the projection now to have one sent to your ship for a free trial.”

      “Bored in space? You need games, games, games. Try all of the latest games with our single- or multi-sector subscription package. By the time you reach your final destination, you could be an expert at every single game in the galaxy. Tap the projection now to choose your subscription package.”

      As the projections bounced around me, I found myself struggling to keep my arms straight and my hands by my side. Around me, I heard people shouting as they accidentally ordered things they didn’t want because they were rubbing their noses or scratching an itch.

      “There you are.”

      I braced myself for another sales pitch.

      “Diana?”

      Turning around, I spotted Kelly behind me on the walkway.

      “Oh, hi,” I said. “I thought you were another projection, trying to get me to buy something I don’t want.”

      Kelly laughed. “Tap the stop button on the very bottom of the next projection,” she said.

      When the larger-than-life slice of pizza began to dance in front of me, Kelly pointed to the almost invisible red button at the very bottom of the projection. I tapped it and the pizza slice vanished.

      “That turns off all of the personal projections you typically get bombarded with for the next fifteen minutes,” Kelly told me. “Which should be enough time to get us back to the shuttle station.”

      “Why didn’t I know you could do that? Why doesn’t anyone else seem to know you can do that?”

      “I have insider information,” Kelly replied. “I own a few stores here.”

      I nodded and tried to act unimpressed. I’d already known that Kelly was wealthy. Everyone on A Deck was wealthy. But I hadn’t realized that she owned stores on Odontotyrannos.

      “What did you think of the planet, then? Did you manage to find a way outside for a short while?”

      I hesitated and then nodded as Kelly guided me onto another walkway. A very tiny sign near our feet told me that it was the walkway to the shuttle station.

      “And did you enjoy getting outside?” Kelly asked.

      I frowned. “It didn’t exactly go as I’d hoped,” I replied, feeling as if I ought to tell her about the dead men, but not wanting to talk about what I’d seen.

      “Ah, here we are,” she said as the walkway stopped at landing area 2XR. Her comms buzzed. “And I have to take this,” she said with an apologetic smile. She walked away, talking into her wrist unit as she went.

      I boarded the shuttle and found an empty seat. Five minutes later, we were on our way back to the Lady Elizabeth.
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      Kelly spent the entire journey talking on her comms. The projections from the planet, still trying to sell us one or two more things, didn’t stop until we were actually landing inside the Lady Elizabeth. When the doors opened, I was one of the first to jump to my feet and get off the shuttle. I nearly ran back to my cabin. Singer was fast asleep in her cat bed and didn’t even look up as I rushed inside.

      Sighing deeply, I sat down on my bed and tried to think. My stomach grumbled loudly enough to make Singer jump.

      “I need lunch,” I told my smart cube.

      “Lunch is typically served between the hours of eleven and two,” the cube told me. “As it is now four o’clock Cenclare time, it is too late for lunch.”

      “I need dinner.”

      “What would you like?”

      I tapped on the cube and read through the menu, making selections almost randomly. I was too hungry to care what I ate, or maybe I was just too upset to care. Once the order was placed, I let myself fall backward onto the bed. When I closed my eyes, I could see the dead man on the ground in front of me.

      “Right, none of that, then,” I said as I quickly sat up.

      A knock on the door startled me. “The food can’t be here already,” I said as I crossed to the door.

      “Your shopping from Odontotyrannos,” the mech-bot at the door said. It slowly glided into the room and then released the shopping bags it had been holding. The bags all crashed to the floor.

      “Thanks,” I said as I looked at the mess.

      “You are very welcome. Thank you for shopping on Odontotyrannos,” the bot said as it exited my cabin.

      It took me several minutes to clear up the mess. I carefully put my various purchases into cupboards and drawers around the room. The cabins were comfortable, but not huge. I had to be careful with the limited storage space available. When I was done, I had a small pile of items that needed to be returned to Carolyn Henry, the woman who had been kind enough to lend them to me. I knew where I’d be most likely to find her, but that was a job for another day. For tonight, I just wanted to hide in my cabin.

      Another knock on my door made me jump.

      “You are expecting food,” I reminded myself as I got up again. I was halfway to the door when something buzzed loudly. “What was that?” I exclaimed as I opened the door.

      “Food delivery,” the bot at the door said. It flew into my cabin and then slowly lowered a tray full of food onto the small table near the door. As it released the tray, the buzzing sound came again.

      “What is that?” I asked the bot.

      “It’s the internal messaging system. Someone on the Lady Elizabeth is trying to contact you,” it told me as it slowly floated out the door.

      “How do I reply?” I shouted after it.

      “Push the red button on the video screen,” my smart cube replied.

      I made sure my door was properly shut and then tapped the red button. As the screen beeped and flashed, I sat down and began to open the various containers of food that had been delivered. After several seconds, the screen filled with Craig Martelle’s angry face.

      “Hello,” I said tentatively.

      “Hi,” he snapped. “So nice to see you again.” As he spoke, a large black and white dog appeared next to Craig.

      “You have a dog?”

      “This is Stanley. I just picked him up from the planet. He had to quarantine there before he was allowed on board.”

      “Hi, Stanley,” I said.

      “So, how are you?” Craig asked.

      I blinked several times. “How am I?”

      He shrugged. “I thought we could start with some pleasantries. If you’d rather, you can start by telling me why you accused me of murder today.”

      “I did no such thing,” I said, trying to keep my emotions in check.

      “That isn’t what the police told me,” Craig replied tightly.

      “I can’t help that.”

      Craig frowned. “Maybe you should tell me exactly what you did tell the police. And while you’re at it, you can explain to me why you were talking to the police in the first place.”

      I took a deep breath. “I don’t think I’m supposed to talk about it.”

      Craig let out an angry sigh. “You don’t think you’re supposed to talk about it? You accuse me of murder, but then won’t do me the courtesy of telling me anything about the accusation. That’s hardly fair.”

      “I didn’t accuse you of anything.”

      “So what did you say? Because the police-bot I spoke to seemed convinced that I’d killed someone.”

      I took a bite of something from one of the containers in front of me, chewing slowly while I tried to think. “I told the police that I saw you in Community Y. That’s all I said – that I saw you leaving the community when I arrived.”

      “So who is dead?” Craig asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “But someone is dead, right?”

      After another bite, this time of something I didn’t remember ordering. “What did you do when you were at Community Y?” I asked, hoping to distract the man from his questions.

      “That isn’t any of your business.”

      I smiled. “And what I did there isn’t any of yours,” I said as I reached for the button to end the conversation.

      Craig held up a hand. “Wait, please. Look, I know something happened down on the planet. I was accused of murder by a police-bot based on whatever you told it. Whatever happened is going to be on the news soon. I’d just appreciate a bit of advance warning, since it looks like I’m the main suspect in the investigation.”

      “I can’t talk about what happened down there,” I said.

      The words were barely out of my mouth when the ship’s notification chimes began to ring. They were followed by a brief announcement.

      “Good evening, passengers,” the voice said. “Due to circumstances beyond our control, the Lady Elizabeth will remain in orbit around Odontotyrannos for longer than originally planned. We will be arranging shuttles daily while we are confined to orbit, giving all of you the wonderful opportunity to spend even more time shopping and dining on the splendid planet, Odontotyrannos.”

      “Oh, goody,” I muttered.

      “What happened down there?” Craig demanded. “Why aren’t they letting us leave?”

      “I’ve no idea,” I said, wondering if we were being detained because Craig truly was the main suspect, or for some other reason.

      “If anyone has any questions about our extended stay, please speak to any member of the crew. We’re always here and always happy to answer questions,” the voice said.

      “Yeah, right,” Craig said. “They aren’t going to tell us anything more than what they’ve already said.”

      I nodded. “I can’t believe we’re being kept here.”

      “Whatever happened down there, it must have been serious. InmonCorp can usually buy its way out of anything and everything. This delay is going to cost them a lot.”

      “Is it?”

      “Every day we’re late to Val Segas will cost them millions in credits. They can’t charge us anything extra for the delay, but they’ll have to house and feed us for the extra days. I’m sure Shawn is shouting at everyone in the universe to try to get us released.”

      Shawn Inmon was the youngest son of the man who owned InmonCorp, which owned something like half the galaxy. Shawn was traveling on the Lady Elizabeth’s maiden voyage with us, on his way to make some sort of big announcement in Val Segas. I’d met Shawn several times over the past weeks, and it seemed unlikely to me that he was actually doing anything about our current situation. If anyone was shouting around the galaxy, it would be Jerry Weible, Shawn’s assistant, who was scary and seemingly ruthless.

      “I’m surprised we’re being kept, then.”

      Craig shrugged. “I know it was murder. Now I’m wondering who was killed. Whoever it was, he or she must have some connection to the ship.  Otherwise, they’d let us go.”

      “Unless the authorities really do think you killed them,” I blurted out.

      Craig raised an eyebrow. “If that was the case, then I suspect they would have just arrested me and let the rest of you go. Interesting that you said ‘them,’ though. More than one person was murdered?”

      I was happy when the chimes began again, keeping me from being able to reply.

      “In unrelated news, the entire crew of the Lady Elizabeth would like to offer their deepest sympathy to the family and friends of the two men who lost their lives on Odontotyrannos today. Ty Newberry and Jared Marsh were hard-working and dedicated employees at ReXelCorp before its recent – um – that is, they both formerly worked for ReXelCorp and were still stationed on Odontotyrannos while the corporation was restructuring.”

      “Restructuring?” Craig repeated with a laugh. “ReXelCorp is dead and buried. You can’t restructure when you’re completely broke and in debt to every lender in the galaxy. All that’s left now is the big, ugly, messy fight over their assets.”

      “If you find yourself distressed by the sad news, please contact Becca Syme in the ship’s medical wing for emotional support. There are a number of different mental health boosting experiences available for passengers in the medical wing. Passengers on B Deck should consult their smart cube if they need help on a day when the medical wing on B Deck is unavailable.”

      “Because smart cubes are so helpful when you’re feeling sad because your best friend just died,” Craig said sarcastically. “Not that anyone would mind if half the people on B Deck decided they needed to get off the ship for good.”

      I bit my tongue. I’d heard Craig argue in the past. I wasn’t about to say anything that might upset him.

      He ran a hand over his face and then frowned at me. “Ty and Jared were the victims, huh? No wonder I’m a suspect.”

      “You knew them?”

      “We worked together. Up until about three months ago, I worked for ReXelCorp.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      He gave me a wry smile. “Because I worked for ReXelCorp, or because two of my friends were murdered today?”

      “Both,” I said tentatively.

      Craig nodded. “Yeah, both is the right answer. My job with ReXelCorp was a nightmare. I could tell that the company was going broke, but no one wanted to listen to me. I’m just a construction supervisor. What do I know about corporate finance?”

      “What do you know about corporate finance?” I had to ask.

      Craig chuckled. “A lot more than most. I studied history at university, specializing in corporate history. I was always amazed at the number of huge companies that managed to drive themselves out of business, generally based on a single very unfortunate mistake.”

      “Really?”

      “Do you remember ZipZah Chips?”

      I nodded. “They were delicious.”

      “Exactly, and then the president of the company decided that they could be even better. He managed to persuade everyone to change the secret spice recipe. He was so confident in his new recipe that he even gave away the old recipe, letting everyone in the universe make their own ZipZah Chips at home.”

      “It wasn’t easy, though,” I argued. “It took me several tries to get it just right, and every single time it made a huge mess.”

      Craig nodded. “But he also gave the formula to other chip manufacturers. You can now buy similar chips from about a dozen different manufactures.”

      “But none of them are exactly right.”

      “Exactly, all of them are close, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that no one liked the new flavor.”

      “It was gross.”

      Craig laughed. “It wasn’t all that different from the original recipe, but most people didn’t want to like it. They wanted their ZipZah Chips to stay the same.”

      “I believe they were one of the most successful brands in the universe. Certainly, everyone I know ate them.”

      “And then, almost overnight, no one ate them. Everyone hated the new recipe. Everyone had the old recipe. The company went from huge profits to complete collapse in a matter of months. Oh, they tried their best to fix things, but nothing they did managed to stop their precipitous slide into oblivion.”

      “What did ReXelCorp do wrong?”

      “That’s a harder one to answer. In their case, it wasn’t just one thing. It was more a series of little things that added up to something much larger than it should have been.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “They hired too many directors and managers and not nearly enough people to do the actual work. They used bribes and intimidation to win contracts, which isn’t unusual, of course, but the man responsible for such things was highly incompetent. Imagine bribing an official to win the contract to build an amusement park extension on a shopping planet. If the man had done just a little bit more research before he’d handed over an enormous bribe, he’d have learned that his offer wasn’t actually competing with any other offers. Whatever you thought of Odontotyrannos today, it’s a dying planet. No other company in the galaxy wanted to build a new community there. Odontotyrannos should have been bribing ReXelCorp to come to them.”

      “Wow. I didn’t know any of that.”

      “It isn’t common knowledge, but it may become common knowledge now that Ty and Jared are dead.”

      “What did they do for the company?”

      “Ty was a construction consultant. He was on Odontotyrannos to oversee the construction of Community Y. He was smart and good at his job. It was his idea to get the SuperThriller built first. That ride did enough business to keep the entire project going for a few months longer than would have otherwise been possible.”

      “And what about Jared?”

      “He was another construction supervisor like me. We worked together, although he was taking classes at night to learn to be a consultant. He wanted Ty’s job, or one just like it. For someone who worked with his hands every day, he really hated getting dirty.”

      “What do you think happened to them?”

      “I have no idea. The announcement just said that they died on Odontotyrannos today. I assume you found their bodies somewhere in Community Y. Where were they?”

      I slowly shook my head. “I don’t…”

      “Think you can talk about it,” Craig interrupted.

      “Yeah, that. But why were they still on the planet if the company had gone out of business?”

      “Because companies go out of business very, very slowly. Especially huge intergalactic organizations like ReXelCorp. Operations need to be wound down gradually at all of ReXelCorp’s locations around the galaxy. Each property will have to be sold or shut down or otherwise disposed of in some way. Projects that were incomplete are the most complicated to sort out. It’s easy enough to sell the various stores and office buildings that the company owned, but it’s a lot harder to sell a half-finished project, even if it does have the galaxy’s best coaster inside it.”

      “Have you ridden the SuperThriller?”

      Craig shook his head. “I’m not really into coasters.”

      “Me neither.”

      “So why did you even go to Community Y today?” he demanded.

      “Ty and Jared were helping to shut down ReXelCorp?”  I asked, hoping to avoid Craig’s question.

      “I suspect they were supervising the shutdown on Odontotyrannos. I’m sure the company had a lot of special construction equipment on the planet. All of that needs to be sold and then removed and delivered to its new owners. There are still day-to-day operations issues with the community as well. It’s still up and running, which means credits are going in and out. Someone has to deal with all of that until the company finds a buyer.”

      “Do you think they will?”

      “I think Odontotyrannos will pay them something to regain ownership over that section of the planet. Then they’ll decide what they want to do with Community Y. But they won’t be in any hurry to do anything. As long as ReXelCorp still owns it, even though the company is technically no longer functioning as a business, Odontotyrannos can pretend that everything is fine.”

      “And Ty and Jared were your friends?” I asked.

      Craig shrugged. “We were friendly. It’s difficult to have friends when you travel all the time for work. I was stationed on Odontotyrannos for only a few months before I decided to part ways with ReXelCorp. Before that, I was on Cenclare for two years, and before that I was on Julipter for a while. I like to move around.”

      “I see.”

      “I think I’ve answered enough of your questions now. I think it’s time for you to answer some of mine.”

      “I can’t tell you anything.”

      “I already know that Ty and Jared were murdered. The police-bot told me that what happened was murder. What I want to know is where you found them. It could be important.”

      “Why?”

      He frowned. “I was supposed to be meeting with them. We were going to get lunch together and talk.”

      “About what?”

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      “Neither does where they were found.”

      “I walked around the community, but the mech-bot wouldn’t let me access certain areas. That suggests that the mech-bot knew the bodies were there and didn’t want me to find them. Where did the bot let you go? It must have been somewhere it wouldn’t let me go.”

      “The mech-bot didn’t try to stop me from going anywhere.”

      “Maybe it was a different mech-bot,” Craig said. “The one that followed me around kept trying to get me to go and see a show. It also refused to let me into some areas and seemed determined to keep me in the community for as long as possible.”

      I shrugged. “I only saw one mech-bot the entire time I was there.”

      Craig opened his mouth to reply but shut it when someone knocked.

      “Is that here or there?” I asked.

      “There.”

      I walked to my door. When it slid open, I smiled at Colonel Jonathan Brazee, retired Space Corps colonel and something like a friend. He’d been actively involved in both of the previous murder investigations that I’d been a part of. I shouldn’t have been surprised to see him at my door tonight.

      “Jonathan, hi. Come in,” I said, stepping back to let him into my cabin.

      He walked into the room as I pushed the button to shut the door. When I turned around, Jonathan and Craig were glaring at each other.

      “Colonel Brazee,” Craig said coldly.

      “Major Martelle,” Jonathan replied.

      Craig stiffened. “I don’t use my rank any longer.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” He looked at me.

      “We were just talking,” I said.

      “And now we aren’t,” Craig said, leaning forward. The screen went blank.
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      “What was that about?” I asked as Jonathan sat down and grabbed a cheese chip from one of the containers.

      He shrugged. “Craig and I have some history,” he said.

      “Yeah, you said that before. What do you mean?”

      “We served together for a short while.”

      “In the Space Corps?”

      Jonathan nodded. “But Craig was in the Intelligence Division.”

      “Intelligence? Like spies and top-secret information and that sort of thing?”

      “That sort of thing.”

      I sat down with a frown on my face. The Intelligence Division of Space Corps was the stuff of legends. Every time a new government took over a planet or an important galactic leader died or there was an outbreak of some disease in a system, it was hinted that the Intelligence Division was behind it all.

      “I’d have expected him to be able to afford to travel on A Deck, then,” I said after a minute.

      “He can afford to travel on A Deck.”

      “So why is he on B Deck?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Craig will have his reasons. I can’t see that they matter.”

      “You don’t like him.”

      “How I feel about him isn’t relevant to anything. I’m here to talk about the murders on Odontotyrannos.”

      “I figured as much,” I said flatly.

      “If you don’t want to talk about them, I can go.”

      I sighed. “I can’t tell you anything. I didn’t know the dead men. I didn’t see anything useful. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “Are you okay?”

      I blinked at him. He looked genuinely concerned. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t have to talk to me, but I’m sure you can understand why I’m curious about what happened. We’ve already been involved in two murder investigations. Now you’re tangled up in a third.”

      “I don’t want to be. The police-bots didn’t seem to think that they’d need to speak to me again. I’m not really tangled up at all.”

      “You know better than that.”

      I sighed. “Why are we staying in orbit here? Why can’t we get on with our journey?”

      “How much do you know about the dead men?”

      “I don’t know anything about the dead men. The police-bots asked me about them, but I didn’t even recognize their names. Craig told me a bit about them once their names were announced tonight, but I still don’t really know anything about them or what ties them to the Lady Elizabeth. Or are we simply being kept here because Craig is a suspect?”

      “We’re being kept here because Craig is a suspect, because you found the body, and because some of the other passengers have connections to the dead men.”

      I studied him for a moment. “Why do you know so much? Why do you always know so much? You aren’t just another passenger. There’s something else going on here.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I was helpful during the first murder investigation. Because of that, Captain Ryder shared some information with me during the second investigation. This time, though, I’m getting my information directly from someone on Odontotyrannos.”

      “Really?”

      “I had a long career in Space Corps. I met a lot of people.”

      “And now someone you know is in a position of authority on Odontotyrannos.”

      “Something like that.”

      “So what happened down there?”

      “I’ll tell you what I know, but we need to start at the beginning. What time did you take the shuttle down to the planet, and what did you do once you arrived on Odontotyrannos?”

      I thought for a minute and then shrugged. I was probably being foolish, but I trusted Jonathan.

      “I was on the first shuttle,” I began. “…And then I pushed open the door to the outside world,” I said several minutes later.

      He held up a hand. “Do you still have the card that told you where to go?” he asked.

      “I think so.” I grabbed my backpack and tipped out the contents. The pile of discount cards had fallen to the bottom of the pile. I flipped through them and then turned them over and went through them again.

      “What’s wrong?” Jonathan asked.

      “I can’t find the card with the writing on it,” I said. “I was pretty sure it was this one, but there isn’t anything written on it now.”

      Jonathan held out a hand. I passed him the card and then went back through the others again.

      “It’s weird,” I said as I checked each card. “I went through them several times without noticing the writing. It wasn’t terribly obvious, but I’m sure it was that card.”

      Jonathan ran his fingers over both sides of the card. Then he pulled a small bottle out of his pocket. “Do you have any tissues?”

      “Of course.” I got up and grabbed the box from the table near my bed.

      Jonathan took a tissue from the box and then carefully tipped a few drops of the liquid from the bottle onto the tissue. Then he rubbed the wet tissue across the card I’d given him.

      “And there we are,” he said a moment later.

      I stared at the hand-written words that were now visible on the card. “How did you do that? And how did she do that? What’s going on here?”

      Jonathan chuckled. “It’s just a form of disappearing ink. Or rather, disappearing and reappearing ink. I don’t know the exact formula used here, but there are several different types that do much the same thing.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Basically, appear and then disappear. Usually, the message is written and then disappears once the ink is dry. Sometimes it takes some sort of catalyst to make it reappear, other times simple exposure to light or heat or air is enough. This ink was probably designed to reappear after a certain amount of light exposure.”

      “How did the woman in the information station know that I’d give it enough exposure? And why didn’t it reappear when we looked just now?”

      “I can’t tell you what the woman was thinking, but I’m going to try to find out. As for why it didn’t reappear, you can see how faded it looks. I suspect it was formulated to appear only once, maybe twice, before it completely fades away. I’m lucky I had the right solution with me to bring it back again.”

      “I’m not going to ask why you’re carrying that solution around with you.”

      Jonathan laughed. “I carry a few different things with me wherever I go. It’s often surprising what comes in handy.”

      “Why does a woman working the information station on a shopping planet use invisible ink?”

      “That’s a better question, one I plan to put to her tomorrow.”

      “You’re going to go and question her tomorrow?”

      “I am. You can come along, if you’re interested.”

      “Of course I’m interested. She told me that there wasn’t anything outside before telling me how to get there using invisible ink. That isn’t normal.”

      “But I interrupted your story. You had just pushed open the door to the outside world.”

      “Right, and then I walked outside. As soon as the door shut, I pulled it open again, just to make sure that it would open.”

      “It shouldn’t have opened. You shouldn’t have been able to get outside, and once there, you shouldn’t have been able to get back inside. You were very lucky you didn’t end up locked out there.”

      “I would have messaged you.”

      Jonathan laughed. “That might have worked, but it is possible that you would have been unable to use your comms unit once outside.”

      “Really? I never thought of that. Surely communication links are all over the planet.”

      “They are, all over the buildings that cover the planet. When the woman at information told you that there was nothing outside, she was telling you the truth. There is nothing outside of the interconnected buildings that make up Odontotyrannos.”

      “But I went outside. There was a huge parking area full of construction vehicles and just outside the gates around them there was grass.”

      “Grass?”

      I nodded and then riffled through the pile of things I’d dumped out of my bag. “Here,” I said, holding up a wilted and crumpled blade of grass. “I brought some back with me.”

      Jonathan took it and held it to his nose. “Smells like real grass.”

      “It is real grass. It was growing in real dirt just outside the fenced area.”

      “So you found a body and then you went and picked some grass?”

      “No, of course not. I picked the grass first.”

      “Go back and start over. You’ve just walked outside. What next?”

      “I took a few deep breaths and then glanced around. At first all I could see were the various vehicles. There were lots of them, and they were parked at odd angles every which way inside the fences.”

      “So what did you do next?”

      “I finally spotted a tiny patch of grass near the fence about as far from the door as it could be. All I wanted to do was touch it, really. Oh, I really wanted to take off my shoes and socks and walk through a huge meadow, but since all I had was that one tiny patch, I figured I’d be happy enough just to touch it.”

      “So you walked from the door to the edge of the fence to touch the grass.”

      “Yes. It felt really far, and I felt very alone, but that was sort of a good feeling because I’d hated the crowds inside the buildings.”

      “And did you get the feeling that anyone was watching you?”

      I shook my head. “Not at all. The mech-bot had stayed inside, so it was just me wandering around alone.”

      “What else could you see out there?”

      “Just buildings – buildings that stretched in every direction all around me. I could see how the planet was covered in them and how they all connected via walkways. Some of the walkways were much narrower than I’d imagined, but others were quite wide, presumably to carry more people.”

      “The widest ones are for goods transport, not people transport.”

      “That makes sense. Anyway, I stared at the buildings and the walkways before I started my walk toward the grass. There weren’t any windows anywhere, and the only door I could see was the one I’d used to get outside in the first place.”

      Jonathan nodded. “On Odontotyrannos, exterior doors are sealed once a community is finished. The door in Community Y remains unsealed because the community is not yet complete.”

      “And it probably won’t be completed, will it?”

      “It will be completed, just not by ReXelCorp. There are too many other corporations with serious investments on Odontotyrannos to let a community go unfinished for long. But let’s get back to what happened today. We can talk about galactic corporations another time.”

      I sighed. “I don’t want to talk about the rest.”

      “But you need to tell me what happened.”

      “What happened is that I started to walk back, and I saw a shoe.”

      “A shoe?”

      “Yes, a shoe. It was just lying there, sort of in the middle of the path.”

      “If it was in the middle of the path, why didn’t you see it on your way toward the grass?”

      I frowned and then shut my eyes and tried to think back. “I don’t know,” I finally said, frustratedly. “It was off to one side a bit, but I really should have seen it when I went the other way.”

      “Unless it wasn’t there.”

      “It had to have been there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was alone outside.”

      “Tell me the rest.”

      “I saw the shoe, and I wondered who had lost just one shoe. Then I thought maybe the second one was around somewhere. I don’t really know what I was thinking. I suppose I had a vague idea in my head that I’d find the second shoe and then turn them both in to lost property.”

      “Tell me about the shoe.”

      “It was brown.”

      “Style? Size? Material?”

      “It looked like a standard men’s dress shoe. It was brown, probably leathurite or something like it. I didn’t touch it or even get all that close to it, but from where I was standing, it looked as if it had been expensive.”

      “Was it badly worn?”

      “Not at all. I could only see the top and when I saw it, I assumed it was brand new. I assumed that someone had dropped a box of shoes somehow.”

      “In a construction zone outside the shops?”

      “The police-bots told me that people lose things all the time. Apparently, they put things on top of their transports and then, when they move, the things fly off.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Okay, so you saw the shoe. What did you do next?”

      “I decided to walk around the big machine that was next to the shoe. I thought I’d see if I could find the other shoe. Now that I think about it, I should have just kept walking, but I really wasn’t in any hurry to get back inside.”

      “Understandable.”

      I grinned at him. “It’s a rather horrible planet, isn’t it?”

      “Most people love it, but if shopping isn’t your thing, then it’s difficult to enjoy.”

      “So I walked along the side of the machine and then behind it. When I turned to walk along the other side of it, that was when I saw the body.”

      “The body? Just one body?”

      “Yes, just one body. He was lying on the ground, sort of crumpled up on his side, wearing only one shoe.”

      “Was there much blood?”

      “I didn’t see any blood. I didn’t see any sign of injury or anything. He was just there, in a small heap, really.”

      “As if he’d fallen from a height, maybe?”

      I thought for a minute and then shrugged. “Maybe. I have no idea. I didn’t stop to analyze the scene. I just spun around and ran back around the machine and then into the building.”

      “What about the second body?”

      “I never saw a second body. I only found out there was a second body when the police-bots asked me about it.”

      “What happened when you got back inside?”

      “I told the mech-bot what I’d seen, and he contacted the police-bots. They questioned me and then told me I could go.”

      “Let’s go back a bit. When you were outside, you didn’t see or hear anything that made you think there was anyone else outside with you?”

      “No, nothing. It was eerily quiet, too, aside from the hum of the various machines that keep things running inside the buildings.”

      “So if the shoe had suddenly fallen to the ground behind you, you’d have heard it?”

      I stared at him. “You don’t think the man was still alive, do you? That he heard me walking past and threw the shoe to get my attention? I should have checked to see if he was still alive. He looked really dead, though.”

      “I’m just trying to work out why you didn’t see the shoe when you walked to the fence.”

      “I would have heard it fall,” I said. “I think I would have heard it fall. When I’m nervous, I talk to myself. I suppose it’s possible that I was talking to myself and didn’t hear the shoe fall.”

      “We may have to go back down to the planet and experiment a bit,” Jonathan said thoughtfully.

      “I don’t want to go back down to the planet.”

      “I thought you were going to come with me to talk to the woman at the information station.”

      “Oh, yeah. I do want to do that, but I don’t want to go back outside.”

      “But you will, if I need you to, if that’s the only way to solve the case.”

      I nodded slowly. “If you’re sure that you need me to, then I will,” I agreed reluctantly.

      “Excellent. Which man did you find, then?” He held up his wrist and then projected an image on the table in front of me. “This is Ty Newberry.”

      I stared at the image of the man. He was smiling as he leaned against a large dump truck. The sun was shining, and he looked happy and alive. “That’s him,” I said, swallowing hard.

      “And this is Jared Marsh.” Jonathan shared another image.

      Jared was sitting behind a large desk, holding a data pad and frowning.

      “It was definitely Ty that I found,” I said. “I don’t suppose it’s possible that Jared killed Ty and then himself?”

      “Anything is possible. What makes you think Jared did it rather than Ty?”

      I shrugged. “I suppose because Jared was in the dig-truck and Ty was on the ground. Maybe Jared hit Ty with the bucket or something. Maybe it was a tragic accident. Maybe Jared was using the dig-truck and he had a heart attack or something and the bucket just swung out of control. Maybe that’s what happened.”

      “Maybe.”

      “But you don’t think so.”

      “I’m pretty sure that both men were murdered. I’ll know more by morning.”

      “And then you’re going down to the planet to investigate.”

      “I want to talk to the woman at information, ideally before the police-bots get to her. It’s possible they’ve already spoken to her, of course.”

      I flushed. “I didn’t tell them about the note on the card.”

      “What did you tell them? How did you explain why you went to Community Y and how you knew how to get outside?”

      “I told them that I’d gone to Community Y because I was hoping it might be quieter than the other communities.”

      “Which it definitely was.”

      “Exactly. And I told them that I was just walking around, looking at things, when I spotted the door. When the mech-bot told me that it went outside, I decided to take a look.”

      “So we have a witness that the police don’t know about.”

      “A witness? Do you think she’s involved in some way in what happened to Ty and Jared?”

      “I find it curious that she shared information with you using reactive ink in the way that she did, and I want to know who else she might have shared that same information with today.”

      I gasped. “She told the killer how to get outside.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe the killer got that information from Ty or Jared. They clearly knew how to get out there.”

      “But what were they doing out there?”

      “That’s something else we need to investigate. They were working on shutting down the construction site, but they were both supervisors. They should have had a crew of people doing the actual work of shipping the equipment off-planet.”

      I sighed. “So many unanswered questions.”

      Jonathan nodded. “I have others, such as why are Jared’s wife and Ty’s ex-wife both sailing on the Lady Elizabeth?”
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      “Say that again,” I said.

      Jonathan smiled. “Jared’s wife and Ty’s ex-wife are both passengers on the Lady Elizabeth.”

      “That’s weird.”

      “It’s definitely interesting. I thought maybe you’d like to meet them both.”

      I sighed. “I don’t want to get involved. I don’t want to be involved. I just want to sail quietly to Val Segas. Is that too much to ask?”

      “At the moment, it seems as if it might be. This is the third time you’ve found yourself in the middle of a murder investigation. Perhaps you should be doing everything you can to help with the investigation. The Lady Elizabeth isn’t going anywhere until the police on Odontotyrannos are satisfied that no one on the ship had anything to do with what happened on the planet.”

      “I’ve answered all of their questions. I can’t do anything else.”

      “You’ve learned a lot about investigations over the past two sectors. At this point you may well have more experience with murder investigations than the police-bots involved.”

      “But they’ll have thousands of years of case histories in their programming.”

      “If you don’t want to be involved, you don’t have to be involved,” Jonathan said, getting to his feet. “When I get down to the planet tomorrow, I’ll send you images of the women working at the various information stations. You can let me know when I find the right one.”

      I sighed. “I’ll come with you. We can talk to her together. But that doesn’t mean I want to start questioning wives and ex-wives on the ship. The wife is probably sobbing her eyes out, and the ex-wife could be doing anything from sobbing to celebrating.”

      “And aren’t you the least bit curious to know how they’ve taken the news?”

      “Is that why we’re being kept here? Is it because of the wives?”

      “It isn’t just the wives. It’s also Craig and you and a few other people.”

      “Other people?”

      “There’s a man on the ship who worked with both Ty and Jared. He left the project just days before the Lady Elizabeth set sail.”

      “Craig said he’d been working on the project up until about three months ago.”

      “Which puts him on the short list of suspects, even if you hadn’t seen him in Community Y this morning.”

      “The police-bots told me that they knew I hadn’t killed the men because they’d been dead for longer than I’d been in the area. If Craig is a suspect, then when did they die?”

      “I don’t have that information yet, but I will get it. For what it’s worth, the police-bot should not have given you that information.”

      “They were explaining why I was being let go after some rather brief questioning.”

      Jonathan pulled out a small notebook and made a note. “Someone needs to check their programming. I don’t think they’ve been adequately trained to investigate murder.”

      “Is that it, then? Craig, the two wives, and some other guy who used to work with the men? Are they the only suspects?”

      “In theory, just about anyone in the galaxy could have done it, assuming they were in the area this morning. A small private shuttle could have landed just outside the construction zone fence without any official clearance to be there.”

      “Odontotyrannos doesn’t monitor incoming shuttles?”

      “It monitors shuttles arriving at its landing platforms. It doesn’t monitor outside of that, though. The only area on the entire surface of the planet that has space for private shuttle landings is the area you were in today. While ReXelCorp was building, their staff kept track of arriving and departing shuttles. There would have been a lot of them, carrying equipment and workers. While ownership of the equipment and the community is being argued about in boardrooms around the galaxy, there shouldn’t be anyone going in or out of the construction zone, but from what I’ve been able to determine, no one is actively monitoring the situation.”

      “So anyone could fly over and steal themselves a dump truck?”

      “Oh, no, the assets are being monitored, just not the airspace.”

      “If someone did land a private shuttle out there, how did he or she get inside the construction fence?”

      “First of all, depending on what happened out there, he or she may not have had to get inside the fence.”

      I shuddered as I thought about what I’d heard about long-range laser weapons. Had the men been shot from a distance and then left to die?

      “Alternatively, there is a gate in the fence. You may not have noticed it, but there is one.”

      “And it probably wasn’t locked.”

      “I don’t know if was locked or not. I don’t know that it matters, either. It would have been much easier for someone to simply take a public shuttle to the planet and then make his or her way over to Community Y. From everything I’ve heard, there is only a single mech-bot working there. If our killer waited until the mech-bot was busy with a guest, he or she could have walked through the community and out the door unseen.”

      “What about the cameras?”

      “Who told you there were cameras?”

      “The police-bots said that there were security cameras.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I’ll find out more tomorrow, but I suspect if there are cameras, that they don’t cover the entire community. I’m sure that sort of security was in the original plans for the community, but I doubt ReXelCorp finished installing and activating the cameras before they ran out of credits.”

      “So anyone could have walked through the community to the outside door, gone outside, and then killed Ty and Jared.”

      “Maybe.”

      “But how did the killer know where to find Ty and Jared? Unless the killer wasn’t looking for them. Maybe the killer was hoping to steal something or sabotage something and Ty and Jared tried to stop him.”

      “Or her.”

      “Yeah, or her.”

      “We can worry about all of that later. For now, let’s go and get a drink in the private bar for passengers in the suites.”

      “The wives both have suites?”

      “They do.”

      “And you think they’ll both be in the private bar?”

      “I think at least one of them might be in the bar. If neither is there, then I’ll just buy you a drink. You’ve had a difficult day. You deserve one.”

      I couldn’t really argue with that. It took me only a moment to get ready to go out. The private bar reserved for suite passengers was probably too fancy for my casual clothes, but I didn’t own anything fancier, so I simply changed into a clean shirt and combed my hair before I rejoined Jonathan.

      “Do I look okay?”

      “You look fine. No one dresses up in the private bar. At least a few guests will probably be in their pajamas.”

      “At this hour? Does that mean they didn’t get dressed at all today, or that they’re just ready for bed early?”

      “A bit of both, probably,” Jonathan laughed as he offered me his arm.

      I took it and we exited my cabin together.

      When we reached the door to the bar, Jonathan scanned his comms unit and then ushered me inside. I’d been there only once before, and only for a short while. Tonight, I took a moment to look around.

      “What do you think?”

      “It looks almost exactly like the regular bar.”

      “Yep, but everyone in here can sip their drinks feeling smug that they are doing so in an exclusive place.”

      I looked around at the handful of passengers in the room. Most of them did look smug, but maybe I was being unfair.

      “Let’s get drinks,” Jonathan suggested, nodding at the bar.

      “I don’t usually drink much,” I said.

      “Have a Suite-Sweetner,” he suggested. “It’s one of the drinks that can only be ordered in here. It tastes like fruit juice, or so I’m told.”

      “I’ll try it.”

      Jonathan ordered my drink and something for himself. When they arrived, he thanked the bartender.

      “To better days ahead,” he said, clinking his glass against mine.

      “I certainly hope so,” I murmured before I took a sip of my bright red drink.

      “How is it?”

      “Very sweet, but good.”

      “Now, let’s see if we can find somewhere to sit.”

      There were a handful of empty tables, but Jonathan headed toward a table in the corner where a woman was sitting on her own. There were three empty glasses on the table, and she was sipping from a half-full glass as we reached her.

      “Jonathan? Buy an old friend a drink,” she said as she looked up from her glass.

      “Of course,” Jonathan replied. “May we join you while you drink it?”

      “Sure, why not?” The woman shrugged as Jonathan held a chair for me.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said before walking back to the bar.

      “Um, hi,” I said, feeling awkward. Jonathan could have at least introduced us before he’d gone.

      “Hi,” the woman replied. She ran a hand through her short blonde hair and then frowned at me. “I know who you are.”

      “Really?”

      “You’re the one who keeps finding all the bodies, aren’t you? Diana something.”

      I nodded. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      She laughed. “Is it? I mean, you don’t even know who I am, but as I understand it, you found my husband’s body today.”

      “I, er, that is…” I stammered, unsure of how to reply.

      “He was my ex-husband, though. I must remember that. I shouldn’t even be sad, should I? We weren’t married any longer. His death shouldn’t mean anything to me.”

      “Just because you weren’t still married doesn’t mean that you didn’t still care for him.”

      “I did still care about him, far too much, really. He was far too important to me while we were married, and I haven’t done a great job of putting distance between us since we got divorced. Oh, physically we were far enough apart, but mentally, well, mentally I was still far too close to him.”

      “Why did you get divorced, then?” I blurted out, blushing bright red as soon as the words left my lips.

      “That is a very long story,” the woman replied before draining her drink. “Mind you, we are stuck on this ship for another twenty-three sectors. I may as well tell you every last boring detail.”

      “I, um, didn’t get your name.”

      She laughed. “Sorry. I’m a little drunk and I’m definitely not thinking straight. I’m Tina Newberry. Ty and I were married for ten years, and we’ve been divorced for eight months.”

      “You must have gotten married very young.”

      “Ah, thank you, but I’m thirty-nine. I’ve had a lot of touch-ups to keep me looking younger, but I was old enough to know what I was doing when I married Ty. We met on Florisum. He was running a huge construction project there, and I was lying on the beach, wasting my life.”

      “How did you meet?”

      “At a bar, not unlike this one.” Tina looked around the room. “It was another supposedly exclusive place, but just about anyone could get in if they tried. Or maybe it was just young and attractive women who could get in if they tried. I never had any trouble getting in, anyway.”

      “And you met Ty there?” I asked after Tina fell silent for a short while.

      “Yeah, he was sitting at the bar on his own one night. I just walked up and told him to buy me a drink. We talked for hours that night and then every night for a week. At the end of the week, I moved in with him and we got married a few months later.”

      “That seems fast.”

      Tina shrugged. “Maybe, but it didn’t feel fast. It felt just right. Ty was getting ready to leave Florisum. The project was wrapping up, and he’d been offered a job on Val Segas. We decided to get married before we went to Val Segas, partly for the financial advantages.”

      I nodded. Every planet had different rules when it came to assessments and taxes and the like. Everyone knew that it was better to be married when you were on Val Segas. That was one of the reasons why so many people got married there.

      “We stayed on Val Segas for seven years. They were the happiest years of my life,” Tina said.

      “Then what happened?”

      “Ty’s project finished, and he was offered Community Y down there,” she said, gesturing toward the planet below us. “It was an amazing opportunity for him – his biggest project ever. Neither one of us realized that ReXelCorp was already going under. Coming to Odontotyrannos was the biggest mistake of our lives. It destroyed our marriage, and now Ty is dead.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m angry. I want to know what happened to the man that I loved.”

      “You still loved him.”

      “I did. I never stopped loving him. I just stopped being able to live with him. Most of our problems were financial. Living on Odontotyrannos is dangerous. There’s nothing here but shops and restaurants and more shops. Oh, there are a few gyms and some theaters and whatnot, but we were here for three years. Every day for three years, I woke up and tried to decide what to do with my day. And just about every day for three years, I went shopping.”

      I frowned. “That must have gotten expensive.”

      “I tried to stick to a budget. Ty was making a lot of credits. I didn’t think it mattered. We had a cute little apartment in Community Q. It was tiny, but ReXelCorp paid for it. I should have tried to find a job, but I’m not very good at working. I am good at shopping, though. I can easily fill an entire day with trying to find just the right pink shirt to match the stripes in a pair of new trousers. Then I can spend the next day looking for matching shoes. Do you have any idea how many shoe stores there are on Odontotyrannos?”

      I shook my head.

      “Thousands, from discount warehouses to the fanciest of designer stores. Maybe if I’d spent more time in the discount stores and less in the designer ones, I’d still be married.”

      “So your marriage ended because of your spending?”

      “It wasn’t just that. That was probably half of the problem. The other half of the problem was Ty’s job. As time went on, it became increasingly obvious that ReXelCorp was a sinking ship. Ty had the entire project planned from groundbreaking to grand opening, but after the first six months or so deadlines started getting missed. Materials weren’t arriving on time, and when things did arrive, they weren’t always the best quality. Ty had to send back and reorder some of the parts for the SuperThriller because he didn’t think the ones that arrived were safe. By the time we’d been here two years, the project was a year behind schedule. That’s when Ty started talking about finding another job.”

      “But he didn’t.”

      “No, because by that time his reputation was more or less ruined. Community Y was his biggest project ever, and he was already a year behind and over six billion credits over budget. There was no way anyone else was going to hire him, not unless he could save Community Y.”

      “How awful for him.”

      “It was awful for both of us. We started fighting all the time. After another year, we’d both finally had enough. There was a divorce clause in his contract with ReXelCorp, so he actually encouraged me to leave him while ReXelCorp was still in business. The divorce went through, with a huge settlement for me, just days before the company announced that it was bankrupt and closing down.”

      “But you got your credits?”

      “Oh, yes. I got my credits. I got a separate settlement from Ty, for much less, but between the two, I should be set for a good long time. I can travel, see the galaxy, do whatever I want.”

      “Why are you on the Lady Elizabeth?”

      Tina frowned. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Here we are,” Jonathan said as he rejoined us. He handed Tina a drink and then sat down next to me. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything important.”

      “Tina was just telling me why she’s on the Lady Elizabeth,” I said.

      Tina scowled at me. “I want to go back to Val Segas. The years Ty and I were there were the happiest years of my life. The house we have there is mine now. It’s very special to me.”

      “Did you go down to Odontotyrannos today?” Jonathan asked.

      “I wasn’t going to, because overall the planet had bad memories for me, but we’ve been travelling for a long time. I needed a few things, and I needed to get off the ship for a bit. Besides, it’s been ages since I did any shopping.”

      “How long were you on the planet?” was Jonathan’s next question.

      She smiled thinly at him. “You seem as if you’re getting dangerously close to accusing me of murdering my ex-husband and his friend.”

      Jonathan chuckled and then patted her hand. “Not at all. I’m just making conversation. We can talk about something else if you’d rather.”

      “Except not answering your questions would make me look guilty. I was on the planet for about five hours. I went down on the second shuttle. My first stop when I arrived was Community D. I bought a few dresses and a new pair of shoes, and then I went over to Community R. I was supposed to be meeting someone for lunch, but, um, she never arrived.”

      “She?” Jonathan repeated.

      Tina flushed and sighed, looking guilty. “Actually, I was supposed to meet Ty for lunch,” she said in a low voice. “He never turned up. I just assumed that he’d gotten busy. That used to happen all the time when we were married. I sent him an angry message, and then I got lunch by myself. After lunch, I wandered around a few of the other communities and then came back to Bessie.”

      “Did you happen to wander around Community Y?” Jonathan asked.

      “No, I stayed well away from Community Y. I hate it there. It ruined my life.”

      Tina picked up the drink that Jonathan had brought her and drank the entire thing in one smooth motion. “And now I need to go,” she said, getting to her feet.

      As she wobbled for a moment, Jonathan stood up. “Let me help you back to your suite,” he said.

      Tina stared at him for a moment and then shrugged. “I wanted to get drunk enough to forget. I think I’ve accom, er, acco, um, done that.”

      “You need some rest now,” Jonathan said, taking her arm. “A few hangover tablets before you go to bed would be smart.”

      “Except feeling miserable will help me feel less miserable,” Tina told him.

      He raised an eyebrow. “If you say so.” He glanced over at me. “I’ll be right back,” he said before he slowly guided Tina out of the room.

      I sat back in my seat and looked around. I wasn’t sure what the rules were regarding me being there without Jonathan. It seemed likely that someone would challenge me at any moment, so I took a big drink from my glass and waited. After a few minutes, I realized that no one was paying me any attention. Still feeling slightly on edge, I looked down at the table. Tapping on it brought up a screen I’d never seen before.

      “’News from the Lady Elizabeth,’” the headline across the top read. I glanced down the screen. There were articles about how much food was being eaten each day on each of the decks. I found a lengthy article about the cake machine on B Deck. Apparently, it was filled at least twice a day, but that wasn’t enough for the hungry residents of the deck below us. I learned from the article that there were six vending machines in operation on B Deck and that the cake machine was the only one that had to be refilled regularly. While that was sort of interesting, it wasn’t exactly what I’d call news, not on a day when two people had been murdered on the planet below us.

      I scrolled down the page, skimming articles about the water filtration system that was apparently both revolutionary and classic and about InmonCorp’s plans for C Deck. That article didn’t bother to mention that two murderers were currently being held on the unfinished deck. At the very bottom of the page, in a tiny block, was a note about the deaths on Odontotyrannos. There was nothing in the block that I didn’t already know.

      Sighing, I tapped the table again and then read through the bar’s menu. There were several pages of drink options, including one that listed the drinks that were available only in this bar. The next page offered snacks. When I tapped past that, I found the dessert menu. I was just about to order myself a slice of rainbow cake when the door opened, and Jonathan walked back into the room. There was a different woman holding onto his arm, and I smiled at them both as Jonathan escorted her to our table.
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      “Let me get you that drink,” Jonathan said as the woman sat down across from me.

      She had dark green hair that was pulled back into a messy ponytail. Her eyes were almost the exact same color as her hair, and they perfectly matched the sweater she was wearing. She grinned at me as Jonathan walked away.

      “Hey, I’m Jennie. Nice to meet you,” she said, holding out a hand.

      I shook it as I replied. “Diana, er, Diana Dunn.”

      “Oh, yeah, everyone knows who you are,” Jennie replied. “When I heard that Ty and Jared had been found on Odontotyrannos this afternoon, the first thing I wondered was where you were when the bodies were found.”

      “My life isn’t going at all the way I’d hoped,” I muttered.

      Jennie shrugged. “At least you’re having an exciting time on the Lady Elizabeth. The rest of us are just bored to bits.”

      “Finding dead bodies is not exciting. It’s horrible.”

      “Sorry. But since you did find Ty and Jared, can you at least tell me how Jared looked? I hope he didn’t look as if he’d suffered at all. Is it possible to die without suffering at all? I don’t know. I guess I want to believe that he just fell asleep or something. Is that possible? Did he look as if he’d just fallen asleep?”

      “Jared was your husband?”

      Jennie blinked several times. “Didn’t I say that? I suppose I didn’t, actually. Yeah, I’m Jennie Marsh. Jared was my husband, although he wasn’t going to be my husband for too much longer.”

      “Oh?”

      She sighed. “I still cared very deeply about the man, but our marriage was more or less over. I probably would have filed for divorce before now, but with ReXelCorp collapsing and Jared losing his job, it didn’t seem like the right time.”

      “But you were separated?”

      “Not legally, but certainly physically,” she said with a giggle. “I’ve been on the Lady Elizabeth for the past however many days, obviously.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said after an awkward pause.

      “Yeah, it’s really sad. He was a good guy. We were happy together for a long time.”

      “How long were you married?”

      “Um, eighteen or nineteen months. We met not quite two years ago at a party, and we got married almost immediately.”

      “That quickly?”

      She nodded. “When you meet the right person, you just know it’s right. Besides, he was working on Odontotyrannos, and I was working on Zonetta. We knew it would be easier for us to be together if we were married.”

      “So what went wrong?”

      “Oh, nothing and everything, really. I suppose a big part of the problem was ReXelCorp going out of business, though. Jared was really upset about that and about losing his job. He seemed to think that he’d struggle to find another job, even though construction supervisors are in high demand all over the galaxy.”

      “Was he worried about being blamed for the construction delays in Community Y?”

      “Not at all. Delays are always the fault of the construction consultant. Ty would probably have never found another job in the industry, but Jared would have been fine eventually. He probably would have had to work a few small jobs on less desirable planets for a while, but eventually it would have all worked out. I didn’t really want to have to spend my time on those less desirable planets, though, you know?”

      “What made you decide to sail on the Lady Elizabeth?”

      “It was Jared’s idea. Initially, he was going to come with me. It was going to be a sort of last-ditch effort to save our marriage. We were going to spend twenty-six sectors trapped in a small suite together, and that was either going to save our marriage or end it for good.”

      “So why didn’t he come with you?” I asked after she fell silent staring into space.

      “ReXelCorp asked him to stay on Odontotyrannos to help with closing down the site. They offered him a big bonus if he stayed until the very end.”

      “How could they do that if they were broke?”

      Jennie shrugged. “I’ve no idea. I just know that a few days before we were supposed to leave for Cenclare to board the Lady Elizabeth, Jared told me that he wasn’t coming with me. I told him that if he didn’t come, I was going to divorce him. He said he didn’t care.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, it hurt a lot. I shouldn’t have been surprised, though, because credits were always really important to Jared. I don’t know how much ReXelCorp offered him to stay, but it must have been a lot. He was really excited about it the last time we talked.”

      “Before you left Cenclare?”

      “Oh, no, a few days ago. You know how hard it is to communicate from the Lady Elizabeth, of course. Once we left Cenclare, I barely talked to Jared at all, but I got a message from him a few days ago. He wanted me to meet him when we stopped on Odontotyrannos so we could talk. He said he was in line for a big payout soon and that we needed to talk about how we were going to split our assets in the divorce.”

      “A big payout soon,” I repeated. “That’s interesting.”

      “Is it? I mean, everyone in the galaxy knows that ReXelCorp has gone out of business.”

      “So where was the big payout coming from?”

      Jennie stared at me. “I have no idea. Presumably, ReXelCorp has enough left in the bank to pay Ty and Jared for their time. I can’t imagine why either of them would have stayed here otherwise.”

      “So they were still being paid, even though the company had gone out of business?”

      “They must have been being paid, otherwise they would have left, right?”

      “I guess so. Passage on the Lady Elizabeth is quite expensive.”

      Jennie waved a hand. “Jared got some sort of special deal. He knew someone associated with the ship.”

      “Really? That’s interesting. You don’t know who?”

      “I’ve no idea. I just know that when he first bought our tickets, I said it was too expensive, and he laughed and said that it hadn’t cost much at all and that we were going to be able to live like kings on board, too.”

      “And then he didn’t come with you.”

      “Yeah, but I brought a friend instead.”

      “You did?”

      “Jared was able to change our suite from one bedroom to two, so I asked my friend, Alicia, to come with me. I’ve known Alicia for years.”

      “How did you and Alicia meet?”

      “We worked together when we were younger. She got married really young and then got divorced almost immediately. Her first husband, Jack or John or something similar, paid her a lot to go away. Then she married Donald. I think his name was Donald. It was something like that, anyway. They were married for almost a year before they got divorced. After Donald, she married Pat, but that didn’t last past the honeymoon. Since then, she’s sworn off marriage, but she’s had a lot of short relationships. She and her last boyfriend, Thomas, split up just a few days before we left Cenclare.”

      “Because she was going away or for some other reason?”

      “Oh, some other reason, but I don’t know what it was. I love Alicia dearly and I think she’s a wonderful friend, but I know she’s a nightmare to date. Poor Thomas is now stuck on the Lady Elizabeth with her, mostly hiding in his cabin to avoid bumping into us.”

      “Thomas is on the ship?”

      “Oh, yes. He’s Thomas Webb, and every time I’ve seen him, he’s been wandering around looking sad. The worst part is that I introduced him to Alicia. He used to work with Jared, but he left Odontotyrannos during the first lot of restructuring when we all thought that ReXelCorp might actually survive.”

      I was starting to feel as if I needed to take notes. “So Thomas worked with Jared and Ty,” I said. “And he dated your friend, Alicia.”

      “Yes.”

      “And he’s on the Lady Elizabeth, and so is Alicia.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you all used to live on Odontotyrannos?”

      “We did. Jared and I had a little apartment in Community Q. Alicia’s father owns a large part of Community T, so she has a house over there. Thomas had an apartment near me and Jared, but he spent most of his time at Alicia’s house.”

      “You used to work with Alicia?” I asked, wondering where someone whose father owned part of a community on Odontotyrannos would work.

      Jennie giggled. “When Alicia turned eighteen, she decided that she wanted to be independent, so she told her father to stop supporting her, that she’d earn her own way in the world. I was working for a credit company, and Alicia came to work there as an assistant in the processing team. We became great friends before I found out that her father owned the entire company. Anyway, after a few months, Alicia decided that work was too hard, and she married her first husband. He was almost as rich as her father when he married her, but he gave her nearly half his fortune in the divorce.”

      “I assume Thomas Webb isn’t wealthy?”

      “He makes a good living as a construction supervisor, but he isn’t wealthy like Alicia is wealthy, no. Alicia likes to date men from all walks of life, not just rich ones. When they first met, Thomas had no idea who she was. He fell in love with her because she’s beautiful and clever and fun to be around. Then he found out that she’s also incredibly rich and terribly demanding.”

      I nodded, not sure if I felt dizzy because of the conversation or the drink I’d been slowly working my way through.

      “Anyway, they broke up and Jared and I were about to get divorced, so it seemed like the perfect time for Alicia and me to go away together.”

      “And are you enjoying the journey?”

      “It’s boring, isn’t it? I mean, there are only so many nights in a row that you want to sit in a bar and drink too much while flirting with strangers. After a while, it starts to get a bit dull. Jonathan helps a lot, because he’s great fun to flirt with, of course.”

      He is? I thought, looking over at the man who was standing at the bar, talking to the bartender.

      “Were you happy to get to Odontotyrannos, then?” I asked.

      “Oh, goodness, yes. Alicia and I had a long list of shops we wanted to visit, and we were both excited to eat somewhere other than in our cabin or in the ship’s restaurant.”

      I nodded. “The food is good, but I was ready for something different, too.”

      “And I was supposed to see Jared,” Jennie added, blinking several times. “I was actually looking forward to seeing him, even though we both knew the marriage was over. I still cared about him. I really did.”

      “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you. I wish I’d known what had happened. I wish I could have seen him just one more time. I wish…” She held up a hand. “I know all of these wishes are pointless, but it’s hard. We were supposed to meet for breakfast, but I overslept. I messaged him and suggested lunch. He never replied. Alicia and I went to the place I’d suggested anyway, but he never arrived. I suppose he was already dead by that time.”

      I shrugged.

      “But you never answered my question. Did he look as if he suffered? Please, just tell me that much.”

      “I wish I could, but I never saw him,” I replied. “The only body I saw was Ty’s.”

      Jennie stared at me for a moment and then swallowed hard. “Did he look as if he’d suffered?”

      “No. He looked as if he’d just curled up and gone to sleep.”

      She exhaled slowly. “Thank you. I don’t even care if you’re lying to me. It makes me feel just a tiny bit better to hear that.”

      “Sorry that took so long,” Jonathan said as he joined us. He handed Jennie a drink and then passed one to me, too. “You were out,” he said, nodding at the empty glass in front of me. “I just need to get mine,” he added before he walked back to the bar.

      “To Jared,” Jennie said solemnly, holding up her glass.

      “To Jared,” I repeated, tapping my glass against hers.

      Jennie took a sip of her drink and then sighed. “I’m going to miss him. I just hope ReXelCorp still has to pay out his big bonus. The credits will come in handy on Val Segas.”

      I had no idea how to reply to that. Luckily, Jonathan sat down before the silence got awkward.

      “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything,” Jonathan said.

      “We were just talking about Jared,” Jennie told him. “I’m going to miss him. He was someone special.”

      “There you are,” a voice shouted across the room.

      Jennie looked over and waved at the stunning woman in the doorway. She had purple hair. Her skintight, animal-print dress showcased incredible curves. As she walked toward us, I wondered how she could move in her skyscraper heels.

      “Hello, hello, hello,” she said when she reached the table. “Jennie, darling, are you okay?” She didn’t wait for a reply before looking at me. “Hi, stranger,” she said brightly before turning to Jonathan. “Colonel Brazee, good evening,” she whispered throatily. “These shoes are killing my feet,” she added before sliding onto Jonathan’s lap.

      I felt my jaw drop as she kissed his cheek. “How are you tonight?” she asked him in a low voice.

      “At a disadvantage, really,” he said. “If you stay there, I can’t buy you a drink.”

      The woman seemed to think for a moment and then slowly stood up. “Drinks don’t cost anything in here,” she said, winking at him. “But you can get me one, by all means. Dom, behind the bar, knows what I like.”

      Jonathan nodded and then walked away. As he did so, the woman dropped into his chair.

      “Alicia, this is Diana. Diana, this is Alicia. I told you about her,” Jennie said.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I told Alicia.

      She glanced at me and then shrugged. “Likewise. But darling, how are you?” she asked Jennie.

      “Traumatized, of course,” Jennie said. “I can’t believe that Jared is dead. It doesn’t feel real.”

      “You were going to divorce him anyway,” Alicia said airily.

      “But I’m still devastated. Who knows, we might have decided to try again once we saw each other here.”

      Alicia laughed. “That was never going to happen. You’re much happier without him in your life. Imagine how happy you’ll be without him, but with all of his lovely credits.”

      Jennie frowned. “I don’t know how much he actually had.”

      “ReXelCorp should have to pay something for letting him be murdered on their property,” Alicia said.

      “But they’ve gone out of business,” I said.

      “They still have plenty of properties,” Alicia told me. “They can give Jennie a nice big payout once they sell Community Y to someone.”

      “Maybe they’ll just give me Community Y,” Jennie said.

      Alicia laughed. “That’s the last thing you want. Community Y was never going to succeed on Odontotyrannos. It’s nothing but a weak copy of Community X on the other side of the planet. It’s a long way from anywhere, and it needs to be about five times bigger if it’s ever going to actually attract crowds. ReXelCorp was foolish to even start the project, and everyone involved should have known that.”

      “Here you are,” Jonathan said, putting a drink in front of Alicia.

      He sat down on the opposite side of me, as far from her as he could be. She frowned at him.

      “I’ve taken your seat,” she said.

      “This one is fine, although we can’t stay long. Diana has to get back and feed her cat,” he replied.

      Alicia raised an eyebrow. “Yes, of course, you now own a SuperNex, don’t you? I’ve always wanted one, but I simply don’t have the time to take care of anything. I really should have gotten a kitten or a puppy to bring on the Lady Elizabeth with me. It would have given me something to do during these long, boring sectors.”

      “At least you got to spend some time on Odontotyrannos today,” I said.

      Alicia nodded. “It was wonderful. I spent half a million credits in two hours, and I would have spent more if someone hadn’t decided that she wanted to come back to the ship early.”

      Jennie flushed. “I was sad because we’d missed seeing Jared. But you didn’t come back to the ship with me, anyway.”

      “No, but once you were gone, shopping wasn’t nearly as much fun. I only bought a few little things before I decided to just come back to the ship myself.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jennie said.

      “You can make it up to me tomorrow,” Alicia told her. “We’re still going to be orbiting Odontotyrannos tomorrow. Captain Ryder has assured me that we can spend the entire day on planet. I thought we’d do some shopping in the morning and then see a show before dinner.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Yes, tomorrow, Jennie. We have to take advantage of the unexpected opportunity. No one knows when we’re going to leave.”

      “I suppose, but I am sort of in mourning.”

      Alicia laughed. “You were divorcing the man. You should be glad he’s dead. Now you get everything, and you don’t have to go to court.”

      Jennie flushed. “But I still cared about him.”

      “You’ll get over it. There are plenty of other men out there,” Alicia said. “Jonathan, you’re single, aren’t you?”

      He nodded. “Relationships are difficult when you’re in Space Corps.”

      “But now that you’re retired, you could take a girl out once in a while, right? Jennie, why don’t you have dinner with Jonathan tomorrow night?” Alicia asked.

      Jennie shook her head. “I’m not going to start dating the day after my husband was murdered.”

      “Really? That isn’t what I heard,” Alicia said.

      “What do you mean?” Jennie demanded.

      Alicia smiled tightly. “I heard that you and Thomas have been making plans.”

      “Thomas?”

      “Thomas Webb, my former boyfriend. You remember him? The man you’re planning to have dinner with tomorrow night.”

      “I’m not planning – that is, we were talking about dinner, that’s all. He came back to the ship early today, before dinner, and so did I. When we found out that we were going to be here for another day, before we knew why, he suggested that we should both make the effort to have dinner on planet tomorrow. He wasn’t asking me for a date. It was just an innocent conversation.”

      “So you can have dinner with Jonathan tomorrow,” Alicia said.

      “Unfortunately, I already have plans,” Jonathan said. “Diana and I are going down to the planet for the day.”

      Alicia shot me an angry look. “You can do better,” she told Jonathan.

      Before anyone else could speak, the door slid open again. A man who looked around thirty-five, with thinning sandy brown hair and glasses, burst into the room. He looked around and then headed toward us.

      “Jennie, darling, are you okay?” he asked when he reached the table.
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      “Darling?” Alicia echoed.

      The man flushed. “I didn’t mean, that is, um…”

      “Good evening,” Jonathan said. “Jonathan Brazee. Nice to meet you.”

      “Oh, thanks, I’m Thomas Webb,” the man replied. “I know who you are, of course. Everyone in the galaxy knows Colonel Jonathan Brazee.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Don’t believe everything you’ve heard.”

      Thomas chuckled. “Isn’t that always the way?”

      “This is Diana Dunn,” Jonathan said.

      I held out my hand. Thomas stared at it for a moment before reaching out and barely tapping it with his fingers. “Hi,” he said, staring hard at the table.

      “I take it you’ve heard of me, too,” I said flatly.

      Alicia laughed. “He’s heard of you, and he’s afraid your bad luck might be contagious. Which is a ridiculous notion, of course.”

      Thomas flushed. “That isn’t it at all. But I came to see if Jennie was okay.”

      When he looked over at her, I could almost see little cartoon hearts coming out of his eyes. Jonathan and I exchanged glances. Alicia snorted.

      “She’s my best friend,” she told Thomas. “My best friend who will absolutely never, under any circumstances, date any of my former boyfriends.”

      Jennie laughed. “At least not until you’ve dated every single man in the galaxy. Then I might not have any choice.”

      “We’re still some distance away from that, though,” Alicia said with a small smile. “Which makes Thomas completely off-limits to you.”

      “I think Jennie should get to make up her own mind on that,” Thomas said.

      “Thomas, I think you are very sweet and under different circumstances, I might enjoy going out with you, but I just lost my husband today. I won’t be dating anyone until I’ve had time to recover from my loss,” Jennie said.

      Thomas nodded. “I understand,” he said sadly. “But you do have to eat. Maybe we could have dinner together tomorrow night, just as friends, of course.”

      “Jennie and I are spending the day together tomorrow,” Alicia said. “She just lost her husband. She needs her best friend by her side.”

      “Pull up a chair,” Jonathan suggested in the silence that followed Alicia’s words.

      Thomas hesitated and then grabbed a chair from the next table. He slid it into place next to Jennie and then sat down.

      “Are you okay?” he asked Jennie once he was settled.

      She shrugged. “I’m sad and upset, and I can’t quite believe that someone murdered Jared. It doesn’t seem possible.”

      “He wasn’t worried about anything when you last communicated?” Thomas asked.

      “If he was, he didn’t mention it to me. The last time I heard from him, he was excited about some big bonus he was about to get. You know credits were always the most important thing to him,” Jennie said.

      Thomas frowned. “He was getting a bonus? From where?”

      “I’ve no idea. ReXelCorp, I assume.”

      Thomas shook his head. “They’re out of business. I know they negotiated some sort of payout scheme with Ty and Jared to get them to stay through the shutdown. I was offered something, too, but I decided to get away while I could.”

      “What were you offered?” Jonathan asked.

      Thomas jumped. “Oh, er, basically it was just my regular salary for another year, during which time I would help wind things down. At the end of the year, I would get a bonus based on how much the company had managed to generate from selling everything on Odontotyrannos. ReXelCorp put a certain amount into a fund to guarantee a certain level of bonus, with the potential for a lot more, but I decided that I’d rather just find another job and get away before everyone else in the company started going, too.”

      “So you were offered the shutdown payout before the company announced that it was closing?” Jonathan asked.

      Thomas flushed. “Well, yeah, I mean, that’s how it works. The company had to put the credits to pay the shutdown staff into a special account before it declared itself insolvent. Otherwise, it couldn’t pay people like Ty and Jared to shut things down.”

      “So the shutdown was planned well in advance,” I said.

      “I don’t know about well in advance, but it was planned. Baulandor did something similar a few years ago,” Thomas said.

      Jonathan nodded. “They put everything into place to sell all of their assets and then shut the business. Everyone they’d hired to help with the sell-off made a fortune when the assets were liquidated, including all of the executives within the company. Thousands of people lost their jobs, but a few hundred people got very rich.”

      Thomas flushed. “I don’t think that is going to happen this time. The rules have changed, for one thing.”

      “Yes, major corporate shutdowns are more carefully regulated now, but that doesn’t change the fact that Ty and Jared were both expecting a large payout once ReXelCorp finalized everything,” Jonathan said.

      “And now Jennie gets to expect a big payout,” Alicia said.

      Jennie shrugged. “No doubt ReXelCorp will do everything in their power to get out of paying it to me, though. Jared won’t be there to handle the final liquidation, of course. I’m sure that’s all the excuse they need to refuse to pay me his bonus.”

      “We can take them to court,” Thomas said. “Jared was murdered, which kept him from completing his job. That wasn’t his fault.”

      “Even if you can’t get the completion bonus, you said he was expecting a payout soon,” Alicia said. “He must have already earned that one, so you should be entitled to it.”

      “There weren’t any other bonuses, though,” Thomas said. “The only way to get any extra credits, aside from your regular salary, was to stay for the full year.”

      “That was your offer. Maybe Ty and Jared got something different,” Alicia said.

      “But we talked about the offers,” Thomas argued. “They were all identical, aside from the size of the bonus being offered.”

      “I can’t see that it really matters,” Jennie said. “Whatever ReXelCorp promised Jared was between him and them. I never saw any of the paperwork that went with the original offer, so I can’t argue that I’m entitled to anything.”

      “I’ll hire someone to work on your behalf,” Alicia said. “My father has an entire office block full of lawyers working for him. He can spare a few to look into your case.”

      “I’d appreciate that,” Jennie said. “I just want whatever I’m entitled to as Jared’s widow.”

      The door opened again. The man who walked in had dark hair and a dark expression on his face. He looked around the room and then walked straight toward us.

      “Colonel Brazee,” he said, nodding at Jonathan.

      “Good evening, Marc,” Jonathan said. “Diana, this is Marc Wright. Marc was an investor in ReXelCorp, although he owns shares in several other corporations as well. Marc, my friend, Diana Dunn.”

      Marc nodded at me. “Hello.”

      “And you know Alicia and Jennie and Thomas,” Jonathan added.

      “Yeah, I do,” Marc agreed. “Jennie, sorry for your loss. I know you and Jared were having problems, but I always thought you’d get back together one day.”

      Jennie blinked hard and then dug into her bag for a tissue. As she wiped her eyes, Alicia patted her arm.

      “Have a seat,” Jonathan suggested.

      Marc frowned and then grabbed an empty chair and sat down next to Jonathan. “I need a drink,” he muttered, tapping on the screen.

      “It’s much faster to go to the bar,” Alicia told him.

      He shrugged. “But now that I’m sitting down, I can wait. Does anyone else need anything?”

      “Actually,” Alicia said with a grin.

      A minute later, the order for six drinks was submitted. I sipped the last of my second cocktail and wondered if ordering a third had been a good idea. While I was thinking about that, Marc turned to Jonathan.

      “What do you think of the mess down there?” he asked.

      “My husband was murdered,” Jennie said flatly. “That’s more than a mess.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded,” Marc replied. “While I appreciate that two men died, I’m more concerned about what their deaths are going to do to ReXelCorp.”

      “ReXelCorp no longer exists,” Thomas said.

      “It does and it doesn’t,” Marc replied. “The company is out of business, but it’s also still wrapping up its concerns on planets all over the galaxy. Until that is completed, the company still exists, and it still has the potential to make a profit.”

      “A profit that will then be used to pay off its creditors,” Thomas suggested.

      “Some of them, anyway,” Marc replied.

      “Intergalactic regulations require all creditors to be paid in equal percentages from any income generated from the winding down of the company,” Thomas said.

      Marc laughed. “You said it yourself. Any income generated. There isn’t a corporation in the universe that doesn’t know how to manipulate the books to make it look as if no income has been earned. That’s beginner-level accounting, really.”

      “Are you suggesting that ReXelCorp is going to cheat its creditors out of what they are owed?” Thomas asked.

      “Of course not,” Marc said sarcastically. “But before it can generate any income, it has to honor the various contracts it signed as it went into liquidation. A whole bunch of people on dozens of different planets are getting paid to shut things down. They’ve all been promised huge bonuses, too. Those will all get paid before the company starts counting up what it made during the liquidation.”

      “We were just talking about all of that,” Jonathan said.

      “It doesn’t really seem fair,” I muttered.

      “It isn’t fair, but it is what it is. I’m more concerned with why the company went out of business in the first place, though,” Marc said.

      “What do you mean?” Jennie asked.

      “I mean, ReXelCorp was one of the biggest corporations in the galaxy. They had business interests on something approaching three-quarters of the habitable planets out there. A big company like that doesn’t go out of business in one day,” Marc said.

      “It wasn’t one day, though,” Thomas replied. “They were in trouble for a long time.”

      “Then why didn’t they do something about it?” Marc asked. “Why didn’t they sell off a few properties on minor planets? Why didn’t they bring in experts to restructure the company? Why didn’t they put a hold on new projects like, say, a huge new community on Odontotyrannos instead of starting the project when they had to know that they’d never complete it?”

      “Why do I feel like you think you can answer your own questions?” Jonathan said.

      Marc chuckled. “I have answers. They may not be the right answers, but I have answers.”

      “Go ahead, then.  What do you think happened to ReXelCorp?” Thomas asked.

      “I think they were sabotaged out of business,” Marc said.

      “That’s quite the accusation,” Jonathan said.

      “And no one will take it seriously, of course, because no one wants to believe that other big companies are behaving so badly,” Marc replied. “I’ve been playing around with the theory for a while, but the two deaths today really made me start to think that I was on to something.”

      “Why?” Thomas asked.

      “What if Ty and Jared were spies?” Marc said. “What if they were working for some other company, like Hasqualice or, dare I say it, InmonCorp? Maybe that’s why someone killed them both.”

      “What do you think they were doing for that other company?” Thomas asked.

      Marc shrugged. “It could have been something as simple as just reporting progress to them, or it could have been more complicated. Maybe they weren’t spies. Maybe they were actively working to drive ReXelCorp out of business.”

      “Jared would never have done any such thing,” Jennie said flatly.

      “You did say he was expecting some sort of bonus,” Thomas said. “Maybe he was getting a bonus for helping run ReXelCorp out of business.”

      “Never,” Jennie snapped.

      “We all know that the Community Y project was significantly delayed and hugely over budget. Is it possible that someone made it that way by design?” Marc asked.

      “You’re suggesting that Ty was deliberately sabotaging his own project,” Jonathan said.

      “I’m just saying it’s a possibility. ReXelCorp was a huge company, but it wouldn’t have taken more than a handful of specially placed targets to take it out of business fairly quickly. New construction sites would have been the best targets because it’s very easy to run up costs and slow down production on those, but whoever was behind it could have targeted existing operations as well. A dozen or so people in the right places in a dozen different parts of the business could have done, well, exactly what was done – destroy the company in a matter of months.”

      “Maybe Jared found out what Ty was doing and tried to stop him,” Jennie said. “Maybe Ty killed Jared and then killed himself.”

      “Hopefully we’ll learn more as the investigation continues,” Jonathan said.

      Marc laughed. “If I’m right, there won’t be any investigation, at least not a proper one. If someone did drive ReXelCorp out of business and then arrange for the murders today, that person has plenty of credits to use to get the authorities on Odontotyrannos to wrap up the investigation without reaching any conclusions.”

      “Surely the authorities will want to see the killer caught,” Jennie said.

      “They will want to see the killer caught if they can be sure that the killer was some random individual with a personal motive for the murders. They won’t want the killer caught if he or she was hired to kill those two men because they were being paid by one corporation to spy on another,” Marc said.

      “Who are you suggesting is behind the murders, then?” Jonathan asked.

      “A major corporation,” Marc said. He glanced around the room and then leaned closer to Jonathan. “I find it interesting that the murders happened the one day that the Lady Elizabeth was in orbit around the planet, don’t you?”

      “So you’re suggesting that InmonCorp destroyed ReXelCorp and then murdered two of the men it was paying to help with the job,” Thomas said.

      Marc quickly shook his head. “That’s just one possible scenario. There are plenty of others. I suppose what the police should be asking is who had a motive to murder those two men?”

      “No one,” Jennie said. “At least no one had any reason to want to kill Jared. He was just an ordinary guy doing his job to the best of his ability.”

      “Really?” Alicia asked with a laugh. “I mean, he was incredibly ordinary, but do you really think he was doing his job to the best of his ability? You used to tell me stories that suggested otherwise.”

      Jennie flushed and looked around the table. “He used to take long lunches once in a while, that’s all. He was a supervisor. As long as the workers were doing their jobs, he didn’t have to stand over them all the time, watching their every move.”

      “And every time he sneaked away, things could get behind just a little bit further,” Marc said. “Until the project got completely out of hand.”

      “Ty was the one who should have been keeping the project on schedule,” Jennie said. “It wasn’t Jared’s fault when equipment arrived late or when the wrong work crew was scheduled.”

      “So maybe Ty was working for someone else,” Thomas said. “Up until this project, he’d had an excellent reputation for bringing projects in on time and under budget. It’s rather odd that everything went so badly wrong with this one.”

      “Or maybe the person who was secretly working for someone else is someone who did his or her best to destroy the project and then left Odontotyrannos before the shutdown even started,” Alicia said.

      Thomas flushed. “Is that an accusation?”

      “Maybe,” she said, giving him a nasty smile.

      “Thomas wasn’t the only person to quit the project in the last six months, though,” Jennie said. “Nearly everyone left.”

      Including Craig, I thought. I looked at Jonathan, wondering if he’d had the same thought.

      “But not all of those people arrived on Odontotyrannos from the Lady Elizabeth this morning,” Alicia said.

      “How many people on the Lady Elizabeth were involved in the Community Y project?” Marc asked.

      Thomas shrugged. “You know I was. You were. I suppose it depends on how you define involved. Ty’s ex-wife is on board. So is Craig Martelle.”

      Marc frowned. “He’s on B Deck. I wish I knew why.”

      “Surely the only reason to be on B Deck is that that’s all you can afford,” Alicia said.

      “Craig could afford A Deck. Craig could afford a suite if he wanted one. He chose B Deck for some reason or another,” Marc said.

      “Perhaps he was just being hard on himself,” Jonathan suggested.

      Marc nodded. “I can see that, actually, but I can also see him spying for InmonCorp or some other major corporate player, if the payment was right.”

      “I’m going to disagree,” Jonathan said. “Craig has his faults, but I can’t see him doing something so unethical.”

      “He’d do anything for enough credits,” Marc replied.

      “In my experience, credits don’t motivate Craig. He’s motivated by other things,” Jonathan said.

      “There are probably other people on the Lady Elizabeth with ties to ReXelCorp,” Thomas said as Jonathan and Marc stared at one another.

      “Undoubtably,” Jonathan agreed. “I suspect some people on the ship used to work for them, perhaps without even being fully aware that ReXelCorp owned the employer.”

      “Except…,” Jennie stopped as the door slid open.

      We all watched as Shawn Inmon and Jerry Weible walked into the bar. While Shawn stood looking around, Jerry headed straight for our table.

      “Good evening,” he said when he reached us.

      “Good evening,” Jonathan replied. Everyone else seemed to take a sudden interest in their drinks or their fingernails.

      “Ah, hello,” Shawn said loudly as he walked toward the table. “Good evening. How is everyone tonight?”

      “I’m fine,” Jonathan said. “How are you?”

      Shawn grinned. “I’m doing great, thanks. I had a wonderful time on Odontotyrannos today. Did you all manage to get down to the planet for some shopping?”

      Jennie and Alicia nodded. I took a sip of my drink and tried to make myself invisible.

      “Odontotyrannos is one of my favorite planets, ever,” Shawn said. “Of course, my father owns large parts of it, but that isn’t really why. Oh, it’s always nice to be treated like someone special when I visit a planet, but truly, I’d love Odontotyrannos even if I was just an ordinary person.”

      “Why?” Marc asked.

      Shawn chuckled. “I suppose because I love to shop. I also love to eat. There are more places to eat down there than there are days in the year. Sometimes I think I just want to move to Odontotyrannos and try to eat once in every single restaurant. Of course, by the time I finished, a bunch of new restaurants will have opened, and I’d have to start over again.”

      “Ordinary people can’t afford to shop and eat on Odontotyrannos,” I blurted out.

      Shawn gave me a curious look. “Oh, it’s Ruth, isn’t it? I remember you. You keep finding dead people.”

      “It’s Diana,” Jonathan said.

      “Sorry?” Shawn looked confused. “Who is Diana?”

      “I am,” I replied, giving him a little wave.

      “I thought your name was Ruth. If you aren’t Ruth, then who is? Where is she tonight? She keeps finding dead bodies, you know. She even found the dead guys on Odontotyrannos today. I’m glad I’m not Ruth. It must be really sad, finding dead people everywhere you go.”

      “It is,” I said flatly.

      Shawn stared at me for a minute. “Does Ruth have a sister? Are you Ruth’s sister?”

      “I’m sure you’re all having a lovely evening,” Jerry said, putting a hand on Shawn’s arm. “But the authorities on Odontotyrannos asked us to speak to several people on their behalf. They’d rather not have to send police-bots out to the Lady Elizabeth if they don’t have to. I’m sure you understand.”

      “I don’t,” Jonathan said.

      Jerry smiled at him. “Then it’s just as well that they don’t want us to talk to you. Thomas? Marc? We do need a few minutes with each of you.”

      “I don’t have anything to say,” Marc said.

      “Let’s move this to my office,” Jerry said. “Then anything you say, or don’t say, will be part of your official statement.”

      “And if I refuse to go with you?” Marc asked.

      “Then the police-bots will come out here and take you in for questioning. I don’t think anyone wants that to happen,” Jerry replied.

      “I love police-bots,” Shawn said. “I’d love to watch them work.”

      Jerry frowned and then inhaled slowly. “Gentlemen? If you don’t mind,” he said.

      Marc and Thomas both stood up.

      “My office,” Jerry said to Shawn.

      He nodded. “Lovely seeing all of you,” he said to us before he strolled out of the room. Marc and Thomas followed him with Jerry bringing up the rear.

      “I think I need to go to bed,” Jennie said. As she got up, Alicia rose as well.

      “I’ll make sure you get there safely,” she said, taking her friend’s arm.

      “That was fascinating,” Jonathan said. “Let’s go back to your cabin and talk about what we’ve learned.”
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      Singer was happy to see Jonathan. As she curled up on his lap, I ordered some tea fizzies and rainbow cake, since I hadn’t managed to get a slice at the bar. Jonathan was silent while we waited for the food to arrive. I thought about starting a conversation several times, but I didn’t want to talk about the murders, and I didn’t think Jonathan wanted to talk about anything else. After a few bites of cake and a sip of tea, Jonathan cleared his throat.

      “Let’s talk about the men and women you met tonight, then.”

      I sighed. “There must be dozens or even hundreds of suspects this time. There must have been tens of thousands of people on Odontotyrannos today. We’ve no reason to believe that anyone on the Lady Elizabeth had anything to do with the murders.”

      “Except the men were killed today, on the only day that the Lady Elizabeth was meant to be in orbit around the planet.”

      “That could just be a coincidence.”

      “It could. But just in case it isn’t, let’s talk about the suspects.”

      “You think someone I met tonight killed those two men.”

      “I think it’s likely that someone on the Lady Elizabeth killed them. I also think that the people we talked to tonight may have been involved in some way. They were the people who were closest to the victims.”

      “Tina seemed more upset about losing her ex-husband than Jennie did about losing her current husband.”

      “Indeed.”

      “And Jennie and Thomas are involved in some way, but neither of them wants anyone to know that.”

      “I suspect their relationship might cause problems between Jennie and Alicia.”

      “Because Alicia used to date Thomas.”

      Jonathan nodded. “But does that make any of them more likely to have killed Ty and Jared?”

      “Let’s talk about possible motives,” I suggested. “As I understand it, the two men were working for ReXelCorp, helping to shut down operations on Community Y. Do you think all the speculation about them spying for other companies is at all possible?”

      “Oh, it’s very possible. Corporate espionage is a huge problem across the galaxy. Every large company has spies working for its competitors. The last estimate I heard was that one in every ten individuals in a management position in a large corporation is also being paid by a second corporation to spy on their behalf.”

      “One in ten?”

      Jonathan nodded. “If anything, I think that’s a low estimate.”

      “Do you think that both men were spying for someone, then? Is that what got them killed?”

      “I think it’s a strong possibility that one or both of them were spying for another company, but I’m more interested in the idea that one or both of them deliberately helped to destroy ReXelCorp.”

      I frowned. “Do you really think it was deliberately run out of business?”

      “Maybe. I didn’t pay much attention to the company’s collapse, but Marc made some good points. It was a huge corporation, and it seemed to have failed almost overnight. I’m going to have a friend take a closer look for me. He’s an expert in corporate affairs.”

      “Let’s take the motives one at a time,” I said, feeling confused. “If the men were spying for some other company, who might have wanted them dead?”

      “Either the other company because they’d outlived their usefulness, or someone devoted to ReXelCorp who was angry that they were spying.”

      “No one we talked to seemed all that devoted to ReXelCorp.”

      “It might be useful to talk to Craig again.”

      “Craig? He quit his job with ReXelCorp months ago.”

      “Is that what he told you?”

      “Yes. Is it not true?”

      “I’m not sure, but I’m going to find out.”

      “The thing is, ReXelCorp is gone. Why would anyone kill on its behalf now?” I asked.

      “Maybe someone loved the company and is now going around killing anyone that he or she thinks should be blamed for the company’s collapse.”

      “I think that’s a huge stretch. It seems more likely to me that the killer was someone from the company the two men were spying for – if they were spying, of course.”

      “That seems more likely to me as well. With spies, there is always a risk that they’ll get caught. Eliminating them removes that risk.”

      “But the murders are going to raise a lot of questions.”

      “I suspect the killer didn’t expect the bodies to be found for quite some time.”

      “Really?”

      “The construction site has been shut down. Ty and Jared were supposed to be arranging for the sale of all the equipment there, but from what I’ve learned so far, they hadn’t done much in that area yet. They were focused on keeping Community Y up and running while looking for a buyer for the community. I spoke to two different representatives from Odontotyrannos, and neither of them had any idea what Ty and Jared were doing. I suspect it would have been days or even weeks before anyone noticed that they weren’t actually doing anything.”

      I frowned. “But what about their plans to see people from the Lady Elizabeth today?”

      “The killer probably assumed that those people would eventually just give up and go back to the ship. We were only supposed to be here for a set number of hours, remember. No matter how badly anyone wanted to see Ty or Jared, he or she wouldn’t have wanted to risk missing the ship launch by not getting back on time.”

      “And once everyone was back on the Lady Elizabeth, we’d all be back to having communication problems again.”

      Jonathan nodded. “If the bodies had been left outside on the planet for a week or longer, it would have made determining what had happened to them almost impossible. Any security footage from inside Community Y that might have helped would have been gone as well. The killer was unlucky that you were around, really.”

      “He or she should have waited until after the Lady Elizabeth’s visit.”

      “Unless he or she is on the Lady Elizabeth and also needed to be back here before the last shuttle.”

      I frowned. “You really think the killer is on the ship, don’t you?”

      “I think the evidence suggests that the killer is probably on the ship. I could be wrong, but that’s the assumption I’m working from as I investigate.”

      “No one we talked to tonight seemed all that upset about the demise of ReXelCorp. I mean, Marc was upset, but he didn’t seem to take it personally. I can’t imagine any of them killing Ty and Jared because of anger that they’d had a hand in destroying the company.”

      “I’m not going to argue with you, but I don’t actually agree.”

      “Really? Who do you think would kill on behalf of a company that’s now out of business?”

      “Any of them, if they were angry enough about how ReXelCorp’s demise has affected them. But let’s not worry about that for now. Let’s talk about other motives. Let’s talk about the possibility that both men were spying for some other company.”

      “InmonCorp seems an obvious candidate.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “It is an obvious candidate. InmonCorp has never shied away from using every method out there, legal or otherwise, to build itself into the galactic supercorporation that it is today. I can easily believe that they were paying Jared and Ty to spy on their behalf, probably from when both men first came to work on Community Y.”

      “But why kill them? I mean, surely they were no longer useful as spies since ReXelCorp had collapsed. Why not just pay them off and forget about them?”

      “I suppose a lot depends on Ty and Jared. Jennie said that Jared was expecting a bonus of some sort. Maybe he’d started making demands on InmonCorp and someone decided that it would be easier to get rid of him than meet his demands.”

      “This is all rather awful.”

      “Murder always is. And so is corporate espionage, for that matter.”

      “If they were killed because one or both of them were spying for someone else, then surely the company they were spying for could have just hired someone to come in and kill them. In that case, the killer probably doesn’t have anything to do with the Lady Elizabeth.”

      “Unless the killer just happens to be a passenger.”

      “But surely a hired killer won’t have any clear connection to his or her victims.”

      Jonathan looked thoughtful for a moment. “Maybe. The other side of that as a possible motive is that someone else was spying for some other company and Ty and/or Jared found out. Maybe the killer wanted to make sure that no one else learned what he or she had been doing.”

      “Are there serious punishments for people who are found spying for other companies?”

      “Anyone caught spying would probably get at least a short prison sentence, but if someone found evidence that ReXelCorp was deliberately sabotaged, there would be much more serious repercussions for everyone involved in that sabotage.”

      “In that case, it’s former employees of the company that are suspects, right? Craig and Thomas, to be specific.”

      “They’d be at the top of the list if that was the motive, but either wife could also have been involved.”

      “What about Marc?”

      “He’s an investor. I can’t imagine how he could have been involved in any sabotage, but out of everyone, he seems the most likely to have been upset when the company collapsed. If he found out that Ty and Jared played an active part in destroying the company, I can almost see him being angry enough kill them.”

      I sighed. “The only person you haven’t mentioned as a possibility is Alicia.”

      “Who comes across as a spoiled rich woman with too much time on her hands. What if she’s using her time to spy for her father’s company, or maybe to work on his behalf to drive other companies out of business?”

      “You don’t like her.”

      “I don’t trust her. I doubt she’s actually doing anything illegal, and I can’t see her being behind the murders, but I wouldn’t trust her with a single one of my credits, either.”

      “So where does that leave us?”

      “Let’s talk about other possible motives for a short while.”

      “I can’t think of any other possible motives. I suppose I could imagine Tina deciding to kill her ex-husband for some reason, but why would she kill Jared? The same goes for Jennie. If she decided to get rid of Jared, why kill Ty, too?”

      “Maybe for that very reason. If you want to kill a very specific target, you can hide your intentions by killing several other people as well.”

      “What a horrible thought.”

      “The other possibility is that someone had a motive for killing one of the men and didn’t realize until after the murder that the other man was a witness.”

      I frowned. “That’s a good point, actually. I never saw Jared’s body. What if he was in the dig-truck and the killer didn’t realize it? Maybe the killer murdered Ty right in front of Jared.”

      “So who had a reason to kill Ty?”

      “If it wasn’t anything related to ReXelCorp, then it had to be personal,” I mused. “Tina was still in love with him.”

      “Maybe they met for lunch and had a fight. Maybe she followed him back to the site and killed him.”

      “Maybe, but I doubt it. I know anyone can kill under the right circumstances, but I can’t see Tina killing her ex-husband. She seemed really upset that he was dead.”

      “Maybe she’s just sorry she killed him.”

      “I don’t think you like her, either.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “I don’t dislike her. I’m just being difficult. We can talk about Jennie next.”

      “I can’t see why Jennie had any reason to kill Ty. I suppose I could argue that she had a motive for killing Jared, just to get rid of him, but she had no reason to kill Ty.”

      “Or we just don’t know her motive.”

      “That’s true for her and every person on this ship.”

      “Maybe she killed Jared and Ty witnessed it.”

      I thought for a moment. “I suppose that’s possible. Maybe the killer got into the dig-truck with Jared, killed him, and then realized that Ty was watching the whole thing from the ground below.”

      “So Jennie is a possibility.”

      “I’d put Thomas on the list, too. He’s clearly crazy about Jennie. Maybe he wanted to help her get rid of Jared quickly.”

      Jonathan pulled out a small notebook. “I’m going to make a list of suspects. Then we can try to put them into some sort of order.”

      “I feel like we would know more if we knew how they’d died,” I said as Jonathan began to write. “I mean, if they were killed with some sort of secret ninja move that only hired killers know, that would tell us a lot.”

      “Secret killer ninja moves only exist in videos.”

      “Really?”

      He looked up. “No, not really. There are ways to kill people that are quick and brutal and surprisingly easy, but hired killers tend to prefer high-powered laser weapons that can be used from a distance. Killing someone with your bare hands requires you to get up close and personal with your victim.”

      “So were they shot with some sort of laser weapon?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m hoping to find out soon.”

      “Ty didn’t look as if he’d been shot. He was just lying there, sort of curled up on one side.”

      “Here’s the list so far,” Jonathan said. “Tina, Jennie, Alicia, Thomas, Marc, and Craig. Do you have anyone to add?”

      “What about Jerry? If Ty and Jared were spies for InmonCorp, I can see him being given the job of getting rid of them.”

      “I agree, except I can’t see Jerry doing the dirty work himself. He’s smart enough to hire someone through connections that wouldn’t be able to be traced back to him. And, if he was behind it, the men would have been killed when we were at least a sector away.”

      I nodded. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “I’ll add him to the list, though, if you want.”

      I laughed. “I just don’t like him.”

      “I don’t think anyone likes him. Shawn needs him, even if he’s only just barely smart enough to realize that.”

      “So who on the list seems most likely to you?” I asked as Jonathan put his notebook on the table.

      He studied the names for a moment and then sighed. “If the motive was personal – Thomas. If the motive had something to do with InmonCorp – Thomas.”

      “Wow. That isn’t what I was thinking at all.”

      “So who is on the top of your list?”

      “If it was something to do with InmonCorp, then Craig. If it was personal, then Alicia.”

      “Alicia? Why?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t care for her. She seemed quite happy that Jared was dead and convinced that Jennie would be better off without him. Maybe she decided to help out her best friend. With her bank account, she probably thinks she can buy her way out of any trouble if she gets caught.”

      “And Craig?”

      “I saw him leaving Community Y just a few minutes before I found the bodies. He was there.”

      “Everyone on our list was on Odontotyrannos today.”

      “Were they? Were you?”

      He nodded. “I wasn’t down there for long, but I did go down and pick up a few things I needed, mostly food.”

      “Food? But the food on the ship is good.”

      “It isn’t bad, but I prefer certain specialty items that aren’t served on board. Steaks from the cows that graze in the butter-rose meadows on Jalondia, for example.”

      “Did you see any of our suspects down there?”

      “No, but I also wasn’t looking for them. I went down and got what I needed and came back to the ship.”

      “Community Y is a long way from everything else down there.”

      “And I suspect when the security feed is reviewed, the police-bots will find that everyone on our list visited Community Y for at least a few minutes today.”

      “Tina said she didn’t.”

      “I know what she said.”

      I sighed. “We aren’t getting anywhere.”

      “We probably won’t get anywhere until we find out exactly how the two men died. It’s been an interesting conversation, though.”

      Jonathan picked up the sleeping cat on his lap and passed her to me.

      “Thank you.”

      “We both need to get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day. We’ll take the first shuttle to the planet so that we can find your helpful friend with the disappearing ink supplies.”

      I nodded. “I probably should have told the police-bots about her.”

      “We might still do that, but let’s see what she has to say first.”

      I put Singer on top of her cat bed and then followed Jonathan to the door. He gave me a small smile as the door slid open.

      “Try to get some sleep. I’ll see you at the shuttle launch station at nine.”

      I nodded as the door slid shut behind him. I’d eaten all of my cake, of course, but Jonathan hadn’t even opened his box. Not wanting to waste a slice of cake, I popped his slice into the mini cooling unit and then dumped the last of our tea fizzies down the sink. After carefully piling all the dirty dishes and silverware onto the tray, I put the tray by the door. I’d leave it out in the morning before I left for the shuttle.

      “I need a shower,” I muttered, wondering why I hadn’t thought about it earlier. A nice hot shower would go a long way toward washing away the horrors of the day.

      “All jets, level three warm,” I said as I stepped into the unit. As three jets, all at waist level, began to shoot ice cold water at me, I remembered that the shower wasn’t working properly.

      “Stop, stop, stop,” I shouted. The water slowed to a miserable trickle. “Top jets, warm,” I said tentatively.

      “Please choose a level between two and six for warmth where two is the coolest and six is the least warm.”

      I stared at the control unit. “Those are the same thing.”

      “Please choose a level of warmth.”

      “Three.”

      The jets at my feet began to shoot hot water over them. I sighed and then gave up. I needed sleep more than I needed to fight with my shower. If it was still playing up in the morning, I’d put in a maintenance request. Things on this ship had a weird way of suddenly beginning to work properly again, though. Maybe I’d get lucky.
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      I didn’t get lucky. What I got was a cold dribble from all jets. Nothing I said or did made any difference. Eventually, I gave up and washed my hair in the sink. After splashing water and soap all over the bathroom trying to wash the rest of me, I decided I’d done enough to be inoffensive for the day and got dressed. I made it to the shuttle station with two minutes to spare.

      “Do you have a reservation?” I was asked at the door.

      “Ah, no, er, I, that is, I didn’t know I needed to make a reservation.”

      “I’m sorry, but all shuttles must be pre-booked. Would you like to make a reservation on a shuttle that will be going to the planet later today?”

      “I guess so. Is this one full, then?”

      “That isn’t the point. You don’t have a reservation for this one.”

      “Can I make a reservation for this one?” I looked past the man at the shuttle. From what I could see, it looked completely empty.

      “Reservations close twenty minutes before launch.”

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” Jonathan said as he walked up behind me.

      “Colonel Brazee, good morning,” the crew member said.

      “Good morning. I hope you can find a seat for me on this shuttle,” Jonathan replied.

      “We can always find a seat for you,” the man assured him. “Go right in and sit anywhere you like.”

      Jonathan looked at me. “Ready?”

      “I don’t have a reservation for this shuttle,” I told him.

      Jonathan looked at the crew member. “She’s with me.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize. Sorry.” The man glared at me for a minute and then stepped back. “Please, take any seat,” he said stiffly.

      Jonathan escorted me onto the shuttle. It was otherwise empty. Just a minute later, the door slammed shut.

      “Thanks for flying with us. Sit back and relax. We’ll be on the ground on Odontotyrannos in twelve minutes.”

      “Where is the cabin crew?” I asked as the shuttle slowly lifted off.

      “I guess they think they don’t need cabin crew for just us.”

      “I suppose they’re right.”

      “Unless you have any other ideas, we’ll start the day by finding the woman who helped you yesterday.”

      “I thought that was the whole reason why we were going down to the planet.”

      “It’s the main reason we’re going, but I also want to take a look at Community Y.”

      I shuddered. “I may not go with you.”

      “That’s fine. You can go shopping or even back to the ship while I explore the community.”

      “What do you think you’ll find there?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I’m going.”

      And I won’t be able to resist going with you, even though I don’t want to, I thought with a sigh.

      A few minutes later, we landed on Odontotyrannos.

      “The last shuttle back to the Lady Elizabeth will be leaving at nine o’clock this evening. Please make sure that you don’t miss your return shuttle,” a voice told us as the exit door slid open.

      “Let’s hope that gives us enough time to do everything we need to do,” Jonathan said as we walked off the shuttle.

      “How long can it take to talk to one person and then walk around Community Y?”

      “We have to find that one person first.”

      And in order to do that, I needed to remember exactly where I’d found the information station I’d used.

      “You said the station was right outside of Community A, didn’t you?” Jonathan asked as we boarded a moving walkway.

      “Yes, right next to the holding station that I used to send my purchases back to the ship.”

      We jumped from walkway to walkway, heading toward Community A. When we arrived, I frowned.

      “It looks different today.”

      “They probably did a complete remodel last night. Remember that most of what you see is projections. They can’t have moved the actual stations, though.”

      I walked through a pack of excited puppies that weren’t really there, trying to spot anything that looked familiar. As a horde of seemingly wild monkapes swung down toward me from trees that hadn’t been there the day before, I spotted the holding station just beyond the large pond full of sea creatures.

      “This is crazy,” I said to Jonathan as I took a tentative step into the pond.

      “It’s just a projection. You won’t get wet,” he assured me.

      We were halfway across the pond when a giant sharkuda leapt out of the water and seemed to swallow Jonathan whole. I screamed as people around us laughed loudly. As I rushed out of the pond, Jonathan was only a step behind me.

      “That was awful.”

      “The projection completely surrounded me for a moment,” he told me. “Next time we’ll walk around the pond.”

      As I stood in front of the holding station, I turned slowly, trying to remember exactly where the information station had been. Eventually, I shook my head. “I think it was there, where the booth selling chocolate is now.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Let’s go and see what they can tell us.”

      “How can I help you?” the woman behind the chocolate counter asked.

      “I thought this was an information station,” Jonathan said, looking confused.

      She grinned. “They move those around every day. It keeps the customers moving around, too. Let me check my schedule.”

      She tapped on the counter in front of her and then shrugged. “It looks as if the information stations are in Communities B, L, and O today.”

      “Great, thank you,” Jonathan said.

      “Would you like a free sample of our chocolate? I can give you each the truffle of your choosing from our display.”

      I looked at Jonathan and then looked at the display. “I’ll try a lemon-berry-spice,” I said quickly.

      Jonathan shrugged. “Double chocolate with rumodka, please.”

      We were each handed a small cup with a tiny truffle inside. Jonathan tipped the contents of his cup into his mouth as we walked away from the counter.

      “It’s good,” he said.

      I took a tiny nibble from mine, determined to make the expensive treat last. Jonathan tossed his empty cup into a nearby recycler, and then we jumped on the walkway for Community B. I’d just finished my last bit of truffle as we arrived.

      “You know there are chocolate counters all over the planet,” he said as we approached the entrance to the community. “You can get yourself dozens of free samples as you travel from community to community.”

      “I wish I had known that yesterday.”

      He laughed. “If we finish early, we’ll search out more samples.”

      “As if I needed any more reasons to want to finish early,” I muttered as Jonathan stopped short of the community’s entrance.

      “There,” he said, pointing toward the small information station nearby.

      “That isn’t her,” I said, staring at the woman behind the desk. “The woman who helped me was older.”

      “In that case, let’s see what sort of information she can provide.”

      “Good morning. How can I help you?” the woman said as we approached.

      “Yesterday I got some information from a station outside of Community A,” I replied. ”I want to thank the woman again for helping me. Do you know where she is working today?” I asked.

      The blank stare I got in reply had me looking at Jonathan.

      “She’s a bot,” he said quietly.

      “I’m not a bot,” the woman snapped. “I was just surprised by the question. No one ever comes back to thank us for doing our jobs. I know what’s really going on here. You weren’t happy with the information you were given, and now you want to scream at the woman who gave it to you. That happens all the time.”

      “I don’t want to scream at anyone,” I said quickly.

      “Yeah, well, I’m not telling you anything about any of the other information station workers. I couldn’t, really, even if I wanted to, because there are three hundred and twelve of us, and I only know a few. We work all sorts of odd shifts. The woman who talked to you yesterday is probably not working today. I don’t know, and if I did know, I wouldn’t tell you.”

      I wanted to object, but Jonathan took my arm and led me away before I could reply.

      “She’s not having a good day,” he said. “Let’s try the other two stations. If we don’t find the right woman, I’ll contact someone who can track her down.”

      “L or O?”

      He chuckled. “I feel like, if we are going to find her, it will be in the last place we look. I would normally do L next and then O. Let’s do O next, just because we can.”

      “I didn’t follow any of that.”

      “Yeah, neither did I. Let’s try O, though. There’s a walkway for it right there.”

      We jumped on the walkway and rode the surprisingly short distance to Community O.

      “I need to look at a map of the entire planet,” I muttered as we stepped off the walkway.

      “You’ll struggle to find a proper map that shows things exactly the way they are. All you’ll probably find are the walkway maps that show how the different communities are connected. Those deliberately distort scale so that you can never tell how close or far away your destination actually is.”

      I frowned. “I think I hate this planet.”

      “It’s grown too large to be practical, and the authorities here have grand ambitions to make it even bigger. They’re talking about building a moon.”

      “A moon?”

      Jonathan shook his head and then pointed to the information station that was near the entrance to one of the large shops. “I assume that isn’t her,” he said, nodding at the man behind the desk.

      “Not even close,” I said with a giggle.

      “Let me see what I can learn from him,” he suggested.

      I stood back and watched as Jonathan approached the station.

      “Ah, good morning,” he said. “I really hope you can help me. I stopped at one of your stations yesterday morning, the one that used to be in Community A. There, a lovely woman was incredibly helpful. I really need to find her again.”

      The man behind the desk shook his head. “Sorry, but I can’t help you with that.”

      Jonathan sighed. “I was afraid of that. I came down to the planet yesterday to find three things. The woman at information gave me directions to each of the three communities I needed to visit. I managed the first two, but once I’d done that, I found that I’d completely forgotten what the third thing I need actually is. I was hoping she might remember where she told me to go, and that might remind me of what I need.”

      The man laughed. “I wish I could help, but there are hundreds of people who work behind these stations on all sorts of odd shifts. If she was working yesterday morning, it’s really unlikely that she’s working this morning. The management doesn’t want us to get used to having any sort of predictable schedule or anything. You’d probably be better off looking for her after midnight the day after tomorrow or something.”

      “Oh dear. Well, thank you, anyway.”

      “Should we even bother with Community L?” I asked as Jonathan and I walked back toward the moving walkways.

      We jumped on one that was labelled “JKLM” as we talked.

      “It’s worth a quick look,” he said as he guided me onto another walkway. “I’d rather not start asking for favors if I don’t absolutely have to. Besides, we’re more likely to get answers if we speak to her informally. If she gets told she has to talk to us by her supervisors, she’s going to be nervous.”

      “But it seems unlikely that she’s working this morning.”

      “We’ll see.”

      We jumped off the walkway and onto a different one as the two crossed. A few minutes later, we arrived in Community L.

      “It’s so quiet here,” I said as we stepped off the walkway.

      “Community L is full of lounges where people can rest and recharge before doing more shopping,” Jonathan explained. “It’s always quiet first thing in the morning. It will be much busier later in the day.”

      As we walked toward the information station, I grabbed Jonathan’s arm. “That’s her,” I said excitedly.

      He grinned. “Excellent. I’m going to go first. Wait here.”

      I watched him walk up to the station and then I slowly inched my way closer so that I could hear the conversation. A row of potted plants gave me a place to hide.

      “Good morning,” the woman said brightly. “How can I help you?”

      “I’ve been wandering around for hours, feeling lost and frustrated,” Jonathan replied. “All I want to do is go outside.”

      The woman’s smile faltered. “We have forty-seven different climate simulators in Community U. You can experience everything from rain or snow to sunshine on the beach. Just take the walkways to Community U,” she said.

      “Yeah, we have climate simulators on the Lady Elizabeth. I want real climate. Where is the nearest exit from this giant shopping monstrosity?”

      “There are no exits. There isn’t anything outside. The interconnected buildings cover the entire surface of Odontotyrannos.”

      “The entire surface? Really?”

      She flushed. “As far as I know, anyway. Let me give you a coupon for the climate simulators. What would you prefer? Snow? Beaches? A nice crisp autumn day?”

      “What about a thunderstorm?”

      “We have those. Let me see what coupons I have.” The woman opened a drawer. After a moment, she pulled out a small card. “Here you are. ‘Thunderstorms on Xellarous.’ It’s one of the most popular options. They’ll give you a raincoat and boots before you enter.”

      Jonathan took the card and shrugged. “Thank you,” he said before he walked away.

      I met him back where he’d left me.

      “It’s just a plain card. She didn’t add anything to it,” he told me, handing me the coupon.

      I glanced at it and shrugged. “Considering her secret note to me led to me finding two dead bodies, it’s not surprising that she’s being more careful.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Your turn. I’m going to stay out of sight. You need to try to find out why she wrote you that note — and also, who else she might have sent out that same door.”

      I took a deep breath and then turned and walked over to the station.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Good morning. How can I help you?”

      “I have a few questions about what you told me yesterday.”

      The woman frowned. “Yesterday? Did I help you yesterday?”

      “You did. I asked how to get outside.”

      She shrugged. “I’m afraid I don’t recall. I speak to at least a thousand people every day. I never remember any of them after my shift finishes. I usually forget them as soon as they walk away, actually.”

      “But you told me how to get outside.”

      “There isn’t any outside. I probably gave you a coupon for one of our climate simulators.”

      “You gave me an entire stack of coupons.”

      “Did I? I shouldn’t have done that. We are only supposed to give out a single coupon to each customer. I must have been feeling far more generous than normal.” She frowned. “Please don’t tell me that you work for Odontotyrannos. I’m sorry that I gave you extra coupons. Please don’t get me fired.”

      “I don’t work for Odontotyrannos.”

      “Oh good,” she said with a smile, but she still looked nervous. “Is there anything else I can do to help you today?”

      “How often do people ask you about going outside?”

      She shrugged. “I just had a man ask a few minutes ago, but he was the first for a long time. I mean, the first I remember, anyway. You said you asked me yesterday, but I don’t really recall the conversation. Like I said, I talk to so many people every day that I often forget everything that was said.”

      “But there is a way outside,” I said. “Through Community Y.”

      “Is there? Community Y is home to one of our amusement parks. You can ride the SuperThriller there, but that’s the community’s biggest attraction.”

      As I opened my mouth to speak, my comms buzzed. I glanced at the screen. “Just walk away. I have a better idea.” I read the message from Jonathan twice and then shrugged.

      “Okay, well, thank you,” I said.

      “You’re welcome,” the woman replied, relief obvious on her face.

      I turned and walked back to where Jonathan was waiting.

      “She doesn’t want to answer any questions,” I said.

      “No, but she’s also being very closely watched,” he replied. “We’re going to wait and talk to her more discreetly.”

      I frowned as Jonathan walked over and settled himself on a bench. When I joined him, he nodded toward the information station.

      “It’s time for our friend to take a break,” he said.

      I watched as another woman in the bright orange information station uniform approached the station. She said something to the woman behind the desk, and then they both laughed. A few minutes later, the woman from yesterday emerged from behind the desk and started to walk toward where Jonathan and I were sitting.

      He got up and headed straight for her.

      “Ms. Carter? If I could have a moment of your time, please,” he said.

      She frowned at him. “Didn’t you just ask me about climate simulators?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “That isn’t at all what I asked about. I asked about going outside and you know it. And so did my friend.” He nodded toward me.

      “Hi,” I said, feeling stupid as I gave her a small wave.

      “It’s my break. I only have twenty minutes to get a snack before I have to go back to work,” the woman said.

      “On the contrary, you have all the time we need,” Jonathan said. “I’ve cleared it with Matthew.”

      The woman flushed. “You know Matthew?”

      “I do.”

      She sighed. “What do you want to talk about?”

      Jonathan looked around and then shook his head. “Let’s find somewhere more comfortable for this conversation. I don’t think any of us want to be overheard. Besides, the least I can do is buy you a snack, since I’m interrupting your break.”

      He offered his arm. After a moment’s hesitation, the woman took it. As Jonathan led her into the community, I followed them onto the walkway. It whisked us past projections advertising lounges with every possible amenity. Jonathan got off the walkway in front of a door labeled “643A.”

      Inside the lounge, there were several large couches arranged in a circle around a low table. Jonathan sat down and then tapped on the table.

      “What can I get for you?” he asked the woman.

      “Cold coffee fizzie and a caramel cake,” the woman replied.

      “Diana?”

      “Cola-ite and a sticky spice ball.”

      Jonathan placed the order. Less than a minute later, as we all settled onto the couches, the top of the table slid back, and a tray of food slowly rose out from the complex system of tubes underneath us. Jonathan checked that we had everything before lifting the tray. After the tabletop slid back into place, he handed each of us what we’d requested. Then he sat back with his hot drink and smiled at the woman opposite him.

      “We have a lot to discuss,” he told her.
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      The woman took a sip of her drink and then sighed. “I can’t imagine what you want to talk to me about.”

      “No?” Jonathan asked.

      She glanced at me and then looked back at him. “I already told you that there isn’t anything outside. That’s the same thing I told your friend here yesterday. I appreciate the drink and the cake, but I’ve nothing else to say on the subject.” She took a big bite of cake and then sat back with a slightly smug smile on her face.

      “Let’s start with introductions,” Jonathan said. “I’m Jonathan Brazee.”

      The woman’s eyes went wide, but she didn’t reply.

      “And this is Diana Dunn,” Jonathan added.

      After a sip of coffee, the woman spoke. “I’m Pam Carter, but I think you already knew that.”

      “I did,” Jonathan agreed. “I got your name from Matthew.”

      “How do you know Matthew?” Pam asked.

      “We served together.”

      Pam looked surprised. “I didn’t realize he’d been in the Space Corps.”

      “A lot of people did limited duty. Many of them don’t like to talk about it,” Jonathan said.

      “Matthew doesn’t like to talk about anything,” Pam said under her breath.

      “Since you know I was in Space Corps, you must have some idea who I am,” Jonathan said.

      “Yes, of course. You’re a legend throughout the galaxy. My son will never believe me when I tell him that I actually met you. I don’t suppose – that is – can I have an image with you? Would you mind terribly?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I don’t mind at all,” he said.

      The woman moved closer to him and then held up her comms unit. It clicked quietly as it took an image of the two sitting close together. As Pam checked that the image was good, I noticed that she hadn’t moved away from Jonathan.

      “Thank you,” she said eventually, “for the picture and for everything that you did during your time in Space Corps.”

      “Just doing my job.”

      “He’s so modest,” Pam said, looking at me.

      I nodded. “We need your help,” I told her.

      “My help? Of course. But I truly can’t help you get outside,” Pam said.

      “Yesterday, when Diana asked you about going outside, you gave her some coupons for the climate simulators,” Jonathan said.

      Pam nodded. “We aren’t supposed to give out more than one at a time, but she was nice to me, so I gave her a few extras.”

      “What do you know about disappearing ink?” Jonathan asked.

      I was surprised when Pam’s cheeks turned bright red.

      “Nothing,” she said quickly.

      Jonathan chuckled. “You are a terrible liar.”

      Pam took a sip of her drink and then looked around the room. “We can’t be monitored in here, right?”

      Jonathan tapped his comms and then tapped it again. “We’re secure,” he said.

      “I was just trying to help,” Pam said. “Diana seemed like a nice woman, and she seemed particularly desperate to get outside. I don’t travel much because I hate being trapped inside a spaceship for days and weeks at a time, so I understood how she felt. I sometimes feel the same way on Odontotyrannos, which doesn’t even make sense.”

      “You feel desperate to get outside?” I asked.

      “Exactly. The thing is, when I first arrived here, twenty or more years ago, there was an outside. There were only twelve or thirteen communities in those days, and they covered about half the planet. The other half was mostly barren wasteland, but the planetary council authorized a handful of small parks for the residents to enjoy. They weren’t much more than big grassy fields, really, but they were an escape from everything that happens inside here. We had little houses out there, too, just tiny buildings with barely enough room for one person, but everyone had his or her own tiny house.”

      “So what happened?” I asked.

      “They kept expanding, of course. New communities kept getting added. When they added Community Q, we were all informed that we were going to be given apartments there. We were supposed to be thrilled. Even the smallest of the apartments had more space than our little houses, and the location made them much more convenient for getting back and forth to work, too. Both of those things are true, but I think most of us would happily give up our apartments and go back to our tiny homes.”

      “So why don’t you?” I wondered.

      “Mostly because they aren’t there any longer. As soon as we all moved out, they built Community X where we’d been. After Community X was finished, we were left with only one single, small park outside. Of course, with no one actually living out there any longer, the council decided that it was no longer necessary to maintain it. That didn’t stop a lot of us from visiting it regularly, though. It was just a patch of grass surrounded by a vast amount of nothing, but it was outside, and sometimes a person just wants to be outside.”

      Jonathan nodded. “And then they decided to build Community Y.”

      Pam sighed. “We don’t need Community Y. It was a terrible idea when it was approved, and it’s been a terrible idea ever since. We have three theme parks. Why do we need four? They could have used the space there to build an actual outside park, maybe with a small lake or a fountain. People would have loved that.”

      “But walking outside doesn’t cost anyone anything,” I suggested.

      “Yeah, and everything you do on Odontotyrannos costs credits,” Pam said. “The entire planet is designed to spend every single credit you have and then, once you’ve done that, you can arrange for more in our loan offices.”

      “Why do you work here?” I had to ask.

      “It wasn’t like this when I first arrived. When I first got here, the planet felt exciting. It was going to be the biggest shopping emporium the galaxy had ever seen. People would be able to come here and get everything they needed or wanted in a single visit. Our goal was to be the most exciting stop on every single spaceship’s itinerary. We wanted visitors from all across the galaxy to want to be here.”

      “And all of that was accomplished about fifteen years ago,” Jonathan said.

      She nodded. “And by that time, the planetary council had realized that the more they built, the more profit they could make. The idea of making the planet fun and interesting and unique was gone. Instead, they just wanted to make it bigger. It’s still a stop on just about every itinerary, because travelers can get everything they need here in a single day, but most people come now to gawk and mock at the sheer ridiculousness of what the planet has become. I’d leave, but knowing just about every milliinch of the entire planet of Odontotyrannos isn’t a skill in demand anywhere else in the galaxy.”

      Jonathan nodded. “So once they started building Community Y, the planet lost its last park?”

      “Yes and no. There’s still a bit of grass out there. Ty, um, Ty Newberry, the construction consultant, didn’t mind if some of us spent time out there when the crews weren’t working. He used to message me with times when it would be safe for us to visit. Once ReXelCorp went out of business, of course, we could visit any time we wanted.”

      “Because construction stopped,” Jonathan said.

      “Indeed. There are still some construction vehicles parked outside the community, but they’ll be there until someone buys them and pays to have them shipped elsewhere. From what I’ve heard, no one is particularly eager to buy Community Y, not when there is so much more work that needs to be done in order to finish it properly.”

      “You sound quite pleased about that,” I said.

      Pam flushed. “I’m not pleased, exactly, but I’m also not disappointed. While the community remains unfinished, we still have access to the outside world, such as it is.”

      “I’m sure you heard what happened out there yesterday,” Jonathan said.

      She nodded. “I liked Ty. He was a good person. Jared used to complain sometimes when we visited, but Ty seemed to find us somewhat amusing. I suppose, when you work in construction, you’re outside all the time. He probably didn’t really understand how difficult it can be to be stuck indoors all the time.”

      “I appreciate your honesty,” Jonathan said. “Can you explain why you wrote on the card you gave Diana in disappearing ink?”

      Pam laughed. “I’m afraid the explanation is quite boring. My son is studying chemistry. His latest project was creating disappearing ink and the solution needed to make it reappear. He filled half a dozen pens with the ink and gave a couple to me. For fun, we write each other notes using it. That meant that yesterday, at the station, I had one of his pens in my pocket. When I went to write the note for Diana, I used it without even noticing. It wasn’t until I was handing her the coupons that I realized what I’d done.”

      “So you didn’t think she’d find the note?” Jonathan asked.

      “I left it up to the goddesses,” Pam replied. “I knew that she could see the note under certain circumstances, but I doubted it would happen. I also decided that not seeing the note was probably for the best, because I really wasn’t supposed to tell people how to get outside.”

      “But I did see the note, and then I found the bodies,” I said.

      “I am sorry.”

      “I’m not. If I hadn’t found them, they might have been out there for a long time.”

      Pam nodded. “I was outside just the day before yesterday. I wasn’t planning on going again for another ten days or more, and I’m the person who goes out the most often.”

      “Did you see anyone when you were outside?” Jonathan asked.

      “I saw Ty and Jared. They were both working.”

      Jonathan nodded. “What were they doing?”

      “Checking all the construction vehicles. The heat and wind outside can do a lot of damage to the machines, even when they are just sitting there, unused. Ty and Jared used to go over them every few weeks, switching them on to make sure they still started and then cleaning off the dust and dirt and whatever else they needed.”

      “Can you remember your conversation with them?” Jonathan asked.

      “I can try. I walked outside. Ty was washing one of the machines. He waved and then turned off the sprayer so we could talk. I said ‘hello’ and he said ‘hi.’ I said something about wanting to walk on the grass. He just laughed and waved at the patch beyond the fence. The gate was open, so I went and sat down in the grass. After a few minutes, Ty and Jared both joined me.”

      “Was that typical?”

      Pam shrugged. “Since the shutdown, it isn’t unusual. As I said, they had equipment to look after, but from what I heard, not much else to do. Ty said something once about them having to wait endlessly for someone in ReXelCorp to actually do something, but they were both getting paid quite well, so they didn’t complain much.”

      “Did you talk to them when they joined you?” I asked.

      “Of course.” Pam sat back and closed her eyes. “I asked them how they were,” she said. “Ty said that he was fine and that he was looking forward to seeing his wife the next day. That made Jared laugh. Jared said something about not understanding why Ty wanted to see the woman he was eager to divorce, but Ty said that was exactly why he was looking forward to seeing her. He said something about wanting to get things moving on the divorce so that he could start being happy again.”

      “What did that mean?” I asked as Pam fell silent.

      She opened one eye and then shrugged. “I got the feeling that he had a new woman in his life, or maybe he had his eye on a new woman, but he wasn’t going to start anything serious with her until after he’d ended things properly with his wife.”

      “But he never actually said any of that,” Jonathan checked.

      “No, but that was the feeling I got from the conversation.”

      “Was that all?” Jonathan asked.

      “After that, Ty said something about how Jared shouldn’t talk, because he was planning to see his ex-wife the next day. Jared just laughed and said that ex-wives could still be quite fun to be around. I asked them why both women were coming on the same day, and Jared told me that they were both sailing on the Lady Elizabeth.”

      “And then what?” Jonathan asked as she stopped again.

      “Ty frowned and said something about the Lady Elizabeth carrying all sorts of characters, including some that he’d rather would stay on the ship. Jared shook his head and said that trouble never stayed away for long. I asked him what he meant, but he just jumped up and said he had to get back to work. Ty sat with me for another minute, but he talked about the weather for the entire time. Then he went back to work, too. When I went back inside, they both waved, but didn’t say anything else.”

      Jonathan looked at me. My mind was racing, but I couldn’t think of anything else to ask Pam.

      “Who else asked you about going outside yesterday?” Jonathan asked.

      Oh, yeah, that, I thought.

      She shook her head. “Diana was the first person to ask me about outside in weeks or even months. That doesn’t mean that someone in another information station wasn’t asked, but I suspect I’m the only one who works in information and actually knows that there is still a way outside.”

      “Really?” I was surprised.

      “Nearly everyone who works in information is new to the planet. It’s the first job you get when you arrive, after you’ve completed your training. The hours are dreadful, and the pay isn’t great, so most people move into other positions as quickly as they possibly can. I’ve chosen to stay in information because I love what I do, and I don’t mind the hours. I’ve been here long enough to make a good living at the job, too.”

      “So new arrivals don’t know about the door in Community Y?” I asked.

      “New arrivals are given standard training. I helped write it, so I know that the answer to ‘how do I get outside’ is our standard pitch for our climate simulators. The coupons that we give out have codes on them, and we get bonuses based on people using our codes, so the new arrivals have a lot of incentive to try to convince people to try a simulator. Obviously, there isn’t any bonus for sending anyone outside.”

      “Thank you for all of your help,” Jonathan said.

      Pam nodded and then turned to me. “I’m sorry that you found the bodies. I mean, I’m glad you found them, because I hate the thought of them being out there for a long time, but I am sorry that you had what must have been a dreadful experience.”

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      “I never should have sent you outside. I feel responsible.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. You were trying to help me, and I really appreciate it,” I said.

      “The killer is the one who is responsible,” Jonathan said. “And we’re doing everything we can to find him or her.”

      Pam nodded and then started to get up. Then she sat back down. “I think Jared might have been spying for some other company,” she blurted out.

      “Why?” Jonathan asked.

      She shrugged. “Some of it has to do with how much he used to complain whenever I went outside. I only went when Ty said it was okay, but that didn’t stop Jared from complaining. I often wondered what he was doing on the site since Ty had said the site was clear.”

      Jonathan nodded. “That’s interesting.”

      “He never worried about credits, either,” Pam added. “I mean, I’m sure he was being paid well, but in my experience, everyone on Odontotyrannos worries about credits at some point. Even people who don’t like to shop eventually get sucked into spending more than they should, usually on things they didn’t even know existed a month earlier.”

      “But Jared didn’t do that?” I asked.

      “Oh, he spent a lot of credits. I’ve worked here long enough that I can look at anyone and immediately know exactly how much they paid for everything they’re wearing. Jared wore nothing but the most expensive designer clothes. Ty had expensive taste, too, though, especially in shoes.”

      “Maybe they were both spying,” Jonathan suggested.

      Pam frowned. “I’d hate to think that about Ty. I really liked him.”

      “Is there anything else?” Jonathan asked.

      She seemed to think for a moment before she shook her head. “No. But thank you for listening. I feel better for having talked about everything.”

      We were both silent as Pam left the room.

      “Now what?” I asked as the door slid shut behind her.

      “What did you think of what she had to say?”

      I sipped my drink while I thought back through the conversation. “I find it odd that she had a pen with disappearing ink in her pocket,” I said eventually.

      He nodded. “But her son really is studying chemistry at the university here. I can dig further into his current classes, but for right now, I’m prepared to believe that part of her story.”

      “Both men were looking forward to seeing their wives,” I said.

      “Or ex-wives.”

      “Yeah, that, but they were also worried about someone from the Lady Elizabeth.”

      Jonathan nodded. “I found that interesting.”

      “Of course, we may be giving the comment too much weight based on the fact that the men were murdered the next day.”

      “True. What did you think about the idea that Jared was spying?”

      “It’s interesting, and it might be a motive for the murders, even if I’m not sure why.”

      “Anything else?” Jonathan asked.

      “This ball is amazing. Can I have a dozen more sent to my cabin?”

      Jonathan laughed and then tapped on the table.

      “I was just kidding,” I said quickly as he tapped through screens.

      “A dozen for you and a dozen for me,” he said a moment later. “If I don’t like them, you can have mine.”

      “How much do I owe you?”

      “They’re my treat. A small thank-you for coming down to the planet with me today.”

      I frowned. “A thank-you, or a bribe? You want me to go with you to Community Y, don’t you?”

      He grinned. “Very much, but you can refuse.”

      “But if I do, then I’ll feel guilty every time I have a sticky ball.”

      “I can’t help you with your feelings.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Why are we going to Community Y?”

      “For several reasons. Give me a minute.” He tapped on his wrist unit and then scrolled through several screens in quick succession. When he looked up, he was smiling.

      “What?”

      “It seems as if we aren’t the only people interested in visiting Community Y today.”

      “Oh?”

      “I had a friend send me the feed from the Community Y security cameras, isolating out anyone who wasn’t part of a large group of teens heading straight for the SuperThriller.”

      “And?”

      “And Jennie and Alicia got off their shuttle and went straight to Community Y. Tina was on the next shuttle. She stopped for a cup of tea before she made her way there. Thomas and Marc arrived at the community together. I’m not sure which shuttle they were on or if they traveled together or simply managed to arrive at the same time.”

      “So just about everyone concerned with the case is wandering around Community Y right now.”

      “Just about, ah, make that yes,” he said as he glanced at his wrist again. “There’s Craig, trying to slip in unnoticed. Jerry and Shawn should be arriving in the community in about ten minutes.”

      “Why do you know that?”

      “Because they have an appointment for a tour. Apparently, InmonCorp is considering buying the community.”

      “And you want to get there before they do,” I guessed.

      “Ideally,” Jonathan agreed.
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      Of course, it was no easier to get to Community Y today than it had been yesterday. We hopped on the first walkway we came to and then we both watched for signs. After changing walkways at least a dozen times, we finally arrived at the entrance to the community fifteen minutes later.

      “Were there better signs before ReXelCorp went out of business?” I asked Jonathan as we approached the entrance.

      “That’s a good question. If there weren’t, then it’s possible that someone on Odontotyrannos played a part in driving the company out of business.  Good signage is vital in a place this large.”

      “Exactly,” a voice said from our left.

      I jumped and then looked over at Craig. He nodded at Jonathan and then walked away. When I started to go after him, Jonathan stopped me.

      “We can talk to Craig later,” he said. “I want to see what Shawn and Jerry are doing first. In spite of our rather roundabout way of getting here, we seem to have arrived before they have.”

      As we walked into the community, the mech-bot from yesterday rushed toward us.

      “Good morning. My goodness, but Community Y is very popular today,” it said. “Welcome, welcome. Can I show you to the SuperThriller?”

      “No, thanks,” I said.

      “But the SuperThriller is the best coaster on Odontotyrannos. Everyone comes to Community Y to ride it,” the bot replied.

      “I came yesterday because I wanted to get outside.”

      The bot hummed for a moment before replying. “I do not save memories of the people I encounter. My job is to provide assistance. I do not need to remember anyone in order to provide assistance.”

      I frowned. “So you don’t remember who was here yesterday?”

      “I do not. My memory circuits are devoted to knowledge of Community Y. I know everything there is to know about this community.”

      I looked at Jonathan. “Is that normal?”

      He shrugged. “I have no idea, but I’m going to find out.” He tapped on his comms unit for a moment and then looked at the bot. “What about events? Do you remember things that happen in Community Y?”

      “There are three upcoming events. SuperThriller Day will be held…”

      “Stop,” Jonathan said. “I’m not interested in upcoming events. I’m interested in what happened here yesterday.”

      “There were no scheduled events in Community Y yesterday.”

      “But something dreadful happened,” I said.

      The bot hummed and whirred. “There were no scheduled events in Community Y yesterday.”

      “What about today? I understand the community is going to get some important visitors,” I said.

      “I was not informed of any expected visitors,” the bot said. “Who’s coming?”

      “Shawn Inmon,” I said after a glance at Jonathan.

      “I am not familiar with that name. Is he a performer of some kind?”

      “They’re here,” Jonathan said.

      I looked behind us and saw Shawn and Jerry making their way toward the entrance. There were half a dozen men and women with them, all wearing dark suits and identical frowns.

      “Ah, more guests,” the mech-bot said excitedly. It rushed past us and stopped in front of Jerry.

      “Welcome to Community Y,” it said. “We’re delighted that you chose to visit our community today. We have a number of rides, attractions, and shows for you to visit during your time in the community. Most guests prefer to start their visit by riding the SuperThriller. Would you like me to show you the way to the SuperThriller?”

      Jerry shook his head. “We don’t need the bot,” he said loudly.

      “But he’s fun,” Shawn said. “He just wants us to ride the best ride on the planet. And he’s right. We should start there.”

      Jerry looked at him. “Start there? You want to ride the SuperThriller?”

      “Well, duh. We can’t truly appreciate everything the community offers if we don’t experience its biggest thrill ride. Of course, we need to ride everything and do everything. Tell me about the shows while you take us to the SuperThriller,” Shawn said to the bot.

      Shawn followed the bot toward one of the buildings in the distance. It was talking excitedly about the various shows that were offered throughout the day. Jerry hesitated for a moment and then followed Shawn. The rest of the entourage fell into line behind him.

      “I’m not riding the SuperThriller,” one of the men muttered as they walked past us. “The last time I rode it, I was sick for a week.”

      “Let’s go,” Jonathan said.

      “Go where?”

      “We’re going to join the party.”

      “I’m not riding the SuperThriller.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’ve never been on a flying coaster, and this is a big one.”

      “It’s one of the biggest in the galaxy. You’ll love it.”

      “I won’t.”

      “You don’t have to ride, but this might be the only chance you ever get to ride a super coaster with Shawn Inmon and me.”

      I laughed. “I think it’s a safe bet that I won’t ever get this opportunity again. I still don’t want to do it, though.”

      The bot led us toward a huge, brightly-colored building. Signs everywhere advertised the thrill ride. I looked at the images of excited children being turned upside down by the coaster and sighed.

      “You’re going to ride, aren’t you?” Jonathan asked.

      “I might,” I conceded. “The kids in the pictures look about five.”

      “The ride is safe for children of all ages,” the mech-bot said. “Our safety seats can secure even an infant into place for the entire journey.”

      “Who would take an infant on a flying coaster?” I asked.

      “There are people who do,” Jonathan told me. “I don’t think infants actually mind.”

      “Let’s go,” Shawn said excitedly.

      He didn’t seem to notice the dark scowl on Jerry’s face as he rushed toward the building’s entrance. Inside, we walked down a long corridor and then through half a dozen rooms that were clearly designed to hold long lines of people.

      “I can’t believe people actually wait in line for these things,” I muttered.

      “They shouldn’t have to,” Jonathan said. “All of the rides in Community X can be pre-booked.”

      “The designers who worked on Community Y wanted to re-create an old-fashioned amusement park experience,” the man in front of us said. He was part of Shawn’s entourage. “Riders have the option of booking a time to ride, or they can choose to wait in line with their fellow coaster enthusiasts. The community is far less busy now than it was when the SuperThriller first opened, but during those early weeks a great many guests opted to simply wait in line, sometimes for as long as two to three hours.”

      “That sounds unbelievably boring,” I said.

      He shrugged. “Every room has entertainment. No one complains about waiting when you can do so playing the massive multiplayer version of SmashGrab.”

      I grinned. Actually, playing SmashGrab in a huge crowd did sound like fun.

      At the end of yet another corridor, we climbed up a few steps and found ourselves on a large platform. I stared at the shiny metal capsule that was the coaster’s train.

      “Oh, hey,” the man sitting at the control deck said. “Welcome. When the doors open, please step into the train and then take a seat. Each row has two seats. There should be just about enough space on this train for everyone.”

      “I’m not riding,” one of the men said loudly.

      “Me neither,” a woman said.

      “If you don’t want to ride, please remain on the platform. Once the train departs, you can exit the ride,” they were told.

      A moment later, the doors on the train slowly slid open.

      Jonathan looked at me. “You don’t have to ride.”

      “I know, but I’ll never get another chance,” I said grimly. I walked toward a random row.

      “Oh, hey, it’s Ruth,” Shawn called. “Hi. Do you want to ride with me?”

      “She’s riding with me,” Jonathan said, taking my arm and leading me into the train.

      “Thanks,” I said as I sat down.

      He shrugged. “I just assumed you didn’t really want to ride with him.”

      “I don’t. I’d rather he not see me cry.”

      “You might like it.”

      “I might.”

      I wriggled in the comfortable, highly cushioned seat. “This doesn’t feel safe.”

      “Wait.”

      A minute or two later, the doors slowly slid shut.

      “Please sit back and relax as your protective equipment moves into place,” a voice said.

      I gasped as the seat around me seemed to expand until it was molded to every bit of my lower body. A large harness descended from above and locked in over my shoulders, firmly holding my head and upper body into place. Grab bars were built into the harness. I squeezed them tightly and then looked at Jonathan.

      “I don’t think I’m going to like this,” I said before the lights went out and we suddenly plunged down backward at an alarming speed. For the next several minutes, my brain was too confused by the lights, sounds, and movements to form a coherent thought. When the train came to a sudden stop and lights switched on, I felt almost numb.

      “How was that, then?” Jonathan asked as the harness slowly released.

      I swallowed a few times as I tried to convince my fingers to let go of the grab bars so my harness could retract. Jonathan had to help me stand up and get out of the train.

      “I didn’t hate it,” I said unsteadily after standing on the platform for a short while.

      “Shawn might have,” Jonathan said, nodding toward the front of the train.

      Jerry was standing in the doorway, seemingly pulling someone out of the train. I watched as Shawn slowly emerged, his face pale and his eyes wild.

      “I feel sick,” he groaned.

      Jerry handed him a small bottle and Shawn took a sip. After a few deep breaths, he took another and then slowly stood more upright.

      “Drink it all,” Jerry said.

      Shawn nodded and then finished whatever was in the bottle. I could almost see the color returning to his face as the liquid worked its magic.

      “Do you need something?” Jonathan asked me.

      “No, I’m okay, as long as we aren’t doing that again.”

      Shawn cleared his throat. “That was amazing,” he said. “I can’t believe how intense that was. It was so cool. I want to own the SuperThriller so much. Jerry, we need to buy Community Y. I want to tell everyone that I own the SuperThriller.”

      Jerry frowned. “There’s a good deal more to the community than just this one ride.”

      “Yeah, but this ride is what makes it worth having. That last inversion, when we flew upside down for ages, that was amazing.”

      “Let’s see the rest of the community before you make a final decision,” Jerry said.

      “We can, but I’m not going to change my mind,” Shawn replied.

      For the next hour, we followed Shawn, Jerry, and their entourage as they toured the community. We were shown a handful of smaller rides, none of which Shawn was interested in riding. He skipped the building with games entirely.

      “We don’t need to see any of the shows,” he told the mech-bot as we walked out of the last of the rides. “I’ve already made my decision.”

      “But the shows are excellent,” the bot replied. “We have a holographic version of a show that was performed back in the year 3291 on…”

      “We don’t need to see them,” Jerry said sharply. “Don’t you have other things to do?”

      The bot buzzed. “Not really,” it said in an apologetic tone.

      “Find something,” Jerry told it.

      The bot hesitated for a moment and then flew away toward the entrance.

      “I want to buy Community Y,” Shawn said to Jerry.

      “I have some concerns,” Jerry said. “For a start, two people were murdered here yesterday.”

      “They were actually murdered outside of the community,” one of the men said quickly. “We have no reason to believe that their deaths have anything to do with Community Y.”

      “They both worked for Community Y,” Jerry said dryly.

      “They both worked for ReXelCorp. While ReXelCorp was developing Community Y, they did not, actually, work for the community,” the man replied.

      “Have the police-bots worked out what happened yet?” Jerry asked.

      “They’re still gathering evidence,” the man said.

      “Their deaths concern me, Howard,” Jerry told him. “What were they doing here that caused someone to kill them?”

      “We believe it is highly unlikely that their deaths had anything to do with the work they were doing in the community,” Howard said.

      “Their deaths concern me, too,” a voice said.

      Everyone turned and watched as Jennie emerged from the shadow of a building.

      “Ah, Jennie, hello,” Shawn said.

      She nodded at him. “My husband was one of the men who died yesterday,” she told the men and women standing around Shawn. “And I want to know why he died.”

      “The police-bots are investigating. We can’t comment any further,” Howard said.

      “They must have security footage that shows everyone who went in and out of the community yesterday. They should have already made an arrest,” Jennie replied.

      “I understand why you’re upset,” Howard said. “But it’s best if we leave the investigation to the police.”

      “What if they were killed because they were spying for InmonCorp?” another voice demanded.

      Alicia walked over to stand next to Jennie. “If that’s why they died, InmonCorp shouldn’t be allowed to buy the community and profit from their deaths.”

      “InmonCorp doesn’t use spies,” Shawn said. “We would never do something so unethical.”

      “Oh, come on,” Alicia replied. “I keep up with the news. There have been dozens of cases of InmonCorp spies being discovered across the galaxy in the past year alone.”

      Shawn frowned. “I don’t believe you.”

      Alicia rattled off a list of names. “They’re all in prison right now, being punished for working for you. Of course, InmonCorp just had to pay a few fines for actually hiring them in the first place. Maybe if some senior executives got prison time for authorizing such behavior, it would finally stop.”

      “Except the senior executives at InmonCorp aren’t authorizing such things,” Jerry said. “It’s a sad fact that when a company grows as large as InmonCorp, there will always be a few people within its ranks who choose to operate outside the law. We do our best, of course, to find them and remove them from their positions, but it isn’t always possible to identify them before they do something that brings them to wider notice. Of course, we’re always pleased when their practices are brought to our attention so that we can deal with the problem employees.”

      “How many InmonCorp employees were fired in the past year for hiring spies?” Alicia demanded.

      “I have no idea. If you’d like the name and contact information for someone in InmonCorp who can answer that question, I can provide it,” Jerry said.

      “Oh, I already know the answer. The answer is none. Even though dozens of people were convicted of spying for the company, InmonCorp has apparently been unable to identify who employed those spies or how they were being paid,” Alicia said.

      Shawn frowned. “What does all of this have to do with me buying Community Y?”

      “InmonCorp wouldn’t be able to buy Community Y if ReXelCorp hadn’t been driven out of business by unscrupulous practices,” Alicia said.

      Shawn looked at Jerry. “Where do I sign?”

      Jerry sighed. “There are still a lot of details to discuss, not the least of which is the price.”

      “I don’t care how much it costs, I want it,” Shawn replied.

      “That may not be the best negotiating tactic I’ve ever heard,” Jonathan whispered in my ear.

      I chuckled. “He seems rather clueless, really.”

      “He is completely clueless. He spent eight years studying a two-year course in business management before his father finally gave up and gave him a full-time handler.”

      “It looks as if I’m missing all the fun,” Tina said as she approached. “Not that I think there’s anything fun about any of this. That was a poor choice of words. But what am I missing?”

      “Shawn wants to buy Community Y,” Jennie told her. “Jerry is trying to talk him into actually discussing all of the issues with the purchase, but Shawn doesn’t want to listen.”

      “Why would you want to own this mess?” Tina asked, waving a hand in the air.

      “I want to fix it,” Shawn told her. “I want to make Community Y the most popular community on Odontotyrannos. I can do it, too. We just need a few more rides like the SuperThriller.”

      “That’s the last thing Community Y needs,” Marc said from the shadows. He walked over and stood in front of Shawn. “If you really want to do something wonderful with this community, build some sort of memorial to the two men who died because of their work here.”

      “We could do that,” Shawn said. “It’s a huge community. We could put a statue somewhere in a quiet corner.”

      “I don’t want a memorial to Ty here,” Tina said. “Our marriage failed here. This is the last place I want to visit when I want to remember the man I loved.”

      “Yeah, I’d rather not have a memorial to Jared here, either,” Jennie said. “I don’t have fond memories of Community Y.”

      “Have you ridden the SuperThriller?” Shawn asked.

      The two women exchanged glances.

      “I think we should move this conversation to a more private setting,” Howard said. “I have an office in Community G. I can answer all of your questions and, if you’re happy with what you hear, we can start the purchase process as well.”

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Jerry said.

      “I think I want to ride the SuperThriller again,” Shawn said.

      “After the meeting,” Jerry told him. “We’ll ride it again to celebrate.”

      Shawn looked as if he was going to object, but Jerry held up a hand. “I need to get another bottle of Rejuvenate before you ride again, anyway.”

      “Ah, yes, that’s a good point,” Shawn said. “I didn’t need it, obviously, but I do love the taste.”

      Jerry smiled thinly. “Yes, of course.”

      “Let’s go to my office,” Howard said. “Right this way.”

      Jonathan and I watched as Howard led Jerry and Shawn toward the community’s entrance. The rest of the men and women in suits followed, aside from one man. He stayed where he was, his face blank as he watched the others leave.

      “I can’t believe he’s actually going to buy this disaster,” Tina said, looking around and shaking her head.

      “He wants to own the fancy flying coaster,” Thomas said.

      “I wouldn’t want to buy a place where people were murdered,” Alicia said. “Especially not if there was a chance my father’s company was responsible for their deaths.”

      “Do you really think that InmonCorp was behind the deaths of Ty and Jared?” Tina asked.

      Alicia shrugged. “I think there are a lot of unanswered questions about their deaths and even more about what happened to Community Y. Marc and I were up all night discussing corporate spies and sabotage. But if InmonCorp was behind the murders, they will never be solved.”

      “That’s a horrible thought,” Tina said.

      “They can’t keep us here forever, right?” Jennie asked. “I know we have to stay for now, while the police-bots investigate, but they have to let us go eventually, even if they don’t solve the murders, don’t they?”

      “The local authorities are doing everything in their power to solve the case,” said the man who remained behind. “If they are unable to do so in a reasonable amount of time, the Lady Elizabeth will be permitted to return to her scheduled itinerary regardless.”

      “How long is a reasonable amount of time?” Jennie asked.

      The man shrugged. “The police-bots will be conducting interviews with everyone concerned later today. You should all have been notified as to when you are to return to Community Y for your interview. You may ask the police-bots that question at that time.”

      “I didn’t get notified of any such thing,” Jennie said.

      “Neither did I,” Tina told him.

      The man sighed and pulled out a small data pad. He tapped on the screen and then scrolled and tapped for several seconds. As he put the device away, several comms units began to buzz, including mine.

      I read the “Request to Appear” notice and then shrugged. While it was politely worded, it was clearly a demand rather than a request.

      Tina looked up from her wrist and sighed. “What should we do while we’re waiting for our appointed time?” she asked.

      “There are shows,” the mech-bot said as he flew past.

      When Tina looked up at him, he stopped. “We have rides, attractions, games, and shows,” he told her. “There are also a handful of places to get snacks, but if you want a proper meal, you’ll have to travel to a different community. Let me give you a full description of each of the shows.”

      As the bot continued, Jonathan took my arm and pulled me away.

      “I think now would be a good time to talk to Craig,” he whispered, gesturing toward a nearby bench.

      Craig was sitting on the bench, staring at his comms and frowning.
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      “Major Martelle,” Jonathan said as he sat down next to Craig.

      Craig scowled at him. “I told you, I don’t use my rank.”

      I sat down on the other side of Craig. He ignored me as Jonathan spoke again.

      “It’s been an interesting morning,” he said.

      Craig shrugged. “Shawn wants to buy himself a coaster. Jerry wants to get off the planet and back into space. Howard wants to sell Community Y to someone – anyone – for the best possible price. At this point, though, I’m not sure that price still factors into it. I think he could give the community to InmonCorp and still make the planetary council happy.”

      “Give it away?” I exclaimed.

      “It was already a huge problem. It’s a half-finished community being managed by a handful of left-over employees from a bankrupt company. Any day now, ReXelCorp is finally going to collapse completely and stop being able to pay the folks who are supposed to be shutting things down around the galaxy. When that happens, all the people working in Community Y will leave, and the community will just sit empty until someone buys it, the planetary council takes over, or the planetary council has the entire thing destroyed,” Craig said. “Giving the community to someone else also transfers responsibility for the entire disaster to that someone else.”

      “And in the meantime, two men have been murdered,” Jonathan said.

      Craig chuckled harshly. “Just when you thought that Community Y couldn’t be any less attractive to potential buyers. I’m sure Howard can’t believe his luck. If he can get Shawn to sign something before he leaves the planet, Howard will probably sleep easily for the first time in months.”

      “Do you think Shawn will sign?” I asked.

      Craig shook his head. “I doubt it. I can’t see Jerry letting him commit to anything, not until a proper assessment of the community has been done. That sort of thing will take weeks. I suspect the entire purchase will be turned over to one of InmonCorp’s investment specialists who will come to Odontotyrannos and spend weeks on an assessment and recommendation. By that time, the Lady Elizabeth will be at least two sectors away, and Shawn will have forgotten all about the SuperThriller.”

      “Poor Howard,” I said.

      “InmonCorp may still buy the community,” Craig told me. “But I can’t see that happening today.”

      “As fascinating as all of this is,” Jonathan said, “I’m much more interested in who killed Ty and Jared.”

      Craig looked at him for a minute and then nodded. “That’s a good point. I’ve been working on that.”

      “You’ve been conducting your own investigation?” Jonathan asked.

      “Unofficially, of course,” Craig said.

      Jonathan nodded. “What have you learned?”

      “Quite a lot, but we probably shouldn’t talk here.” Craig nodded toward the others who were all still standing in a cluster listening to the mech-bot.

      “Where do you want to go?” Jonathan asked.

      “Let’s go outside,” Craig suggested.

      I frowned. “It’s a crime scene.”

      “Part of it is, but part of it is a park,” Craig replied. “And we all know now that none of it is being watched in any way.”

      “Let’s go,” Jonathan said, getting to his feet.

      Craig led us on a direct path to the door that led outside. There was a police-bot hovering in front of it.

      “Good morning,” Craig said. “We want to go out and walk in the park.”

      “Processing your request,” the bot said. “You are cleared to go through the door. Do not attempt to access any areas that are under police guard. There was a criminal incident nearby, and some areas are still being investigated. You must follow all instructions given by any of my colleagues on the other side of the door. You have been granted access for twelve minutes.”

      “Twelve minutes?” I repeated.

      “We’d better not waste them,” Jonathan said.

      The door slid open, and we all rushed outside. I stood for a second, trying to remember how things had looked when I’d first walked outside the previous day. The large police protection field around the area where the bodies had been made that impossible.

      Craig led us away from the protection field, toward the fence along the side of the site. I didn’t notice the gate until we were nearly on top of it.

      “I wish I had seen this yesterday,” I said as we walked through the gate.

      A dusty path led us away from the construction site toward a small rectangular patch of grass. A few shrubs had been planted along one side. A small bench sat near the center of the grass. As we sat down on the bench, I slipped off my shoes and rested my feet in the grass.

      “This is all I wanted yesterday,” I said softly.

      “But instead, you found bodies,” Craig said.

      “I only found one,” I replied, eager to set the record straight.

      “Which one?” he asked.

      “Ty.”

      “Tell me what you saw,” Craig said.

      I glanced at Jonathan. He gave me a small nod.

      “I saw his shoe on the ground, so I walked around the dig-truck, hoping to find the other shoe. I was going to turn them in. Instead, I found Ty lying on the ground.”

      “He was killed when he was hit by the dig-truck’s arm,” Craig said.

      “Interesting,” Jonathan said. “The machines are parked so close together. It couldn’t have swung very fast or hard.”

      “The police report suggests that he was trapped between the dig-truck arm and the side of the dump truck next to it. He was basically crushed to death,” Craig replied.

      I shuddered. “What a horrible way to die.”

      “Is anyone suggesting that Jared killed him, then?” Jonathan asked.

      “They probably would be if the evidence didn’t show that Jared died first,” Craig replied. “He was stabbed to death inside the dig-truck. The police-bots spent some time trying to reconstruct the scene so that Jared killed Ty and then stabbed himself to death, but that proved impossible.”

      “So someone was in the dig-truck’s cab with Jared,” Jonathan said.

      Craig nodded. “And whoever it was got out covered in blood. Not only is that obvious from the mess left behind, but the police-bots recovered the outfit the killer was wearing when he or she stabbed Jared.”

      “Surely that tells them a lot about the killer,” I said.

      “It tells them that the killer was smart enough to put on one of the large Community Y shirts before he or she got into the dig-truck,” Craig said. “It was one of the shirts that the employees wear, so it provided more than adequate protection for the killer’s own clothes underneath it.”

      “If Jared died first, does that mean he was the primary victim?” Jonathan asked. “Maybe the killer only killed Ty because Ty witnessed the first murder.”

      “That was the assumption I was working under,” Craig said, sounding annoyed that Jonathan had reached the same conclusion. “So who had a reason for killing Jared?”

      “His wife?” I asked.

      “She’s high on my list,” Craig said. “They were talking about a divorce, but if that had gone ahead now, she wouldn’t have gotten much. My sources tell me that she was getting impatient with the idea of waiting several more months for Jared to be finished here before actually starting the divorce process, but she absolutely wanted a share of his completion bonus that he was due from ReXelCorp if he stayed until the very end of the shutdown.”

      “Murder is a long way from impatience,” I said.

      “But now she can argue that she’s entitled to Jared’s bonus because circumstances outside of his control kept him from completing the contract,” Jonathan said. “And if he was working for another company as well, and she can prove it, she may be entitled to even more credits.”

      Craig shook his head. “Jared wasn’t my favorite person in the galaxy, but he wasn’t spying for anyone else.”

      “You sound very sure about that,” Jonathan said.

      “I worked with him and with Ty. We talked a lot about corporate espionage. We all knew it was happening here, but I’m sure that neither Ty nor Jared was involved.”

      “Someone was definitely spying for another company?” I asked.

      “Absolutely, and to be even more clear, Ty, Jared, and I were convinced that the spy was working for InmonCorp. I’d stake my life on it,” Craig said.

      “Who was it?” Jonathan asked.

      Craig frowned. “That’s the problem. We’d narrowed it down to three people. One of the female engineers seemed likely at first, but then she quit the project even before we knew ReXelCorp was collapsing. There was a guy who operated some of the equipment that seemed too nosy for his own good, but Ty tried feeding him some made-up information, and we discovered that he was using the information only in his pursuit of attractive women. The third candidate was a man who worked in the procurement office. I still think he was doing illegal things, but he left here for a job on Val Segas. If he had anything to do with the murders, he must have hired someone to get rid of Ty and Jared.”

      “So you missed someone when you made your list,” Jonathan said.

      “Yeah, it looks that way,” Craig agreed. “And now we have a new list. Tina, Jennie, Marc, and Thomas. When Jared and Ty and I talked, we never really considered spouses or partners, but we should have. Jennie and Tina were both in the perfect place to gather and sell information.”

      “You forgot about Alicia,” I said.

      Craig grinned at me. “And I shouldn’t have, because I can definitely imagine her killing anyone she thought was in her way. She wouldn’t work for InmonCorp, though. If she was spying or getting Jennie to spy for her, then it was on behalf of her father.”

      “That seems a solid possibility,” Jonathan said.

      Craig nodded. “That gives us a list of five people who might have been selling secrets from the site.”

      “The question is, does it matter?” I asked. “Were the men killed because someone was spying or were they killed for some other reason altogether?”

      “As we discussed, Jennie might have wanted her husband dead. Beyond that, I can’t imagine a motive for anyone else,” Craig said.

      “Thomas seems quite interested in Jennie,” Jonathan said.

      Craig chuckled. “Thomas is interested in every attractive woman that crosses his path. He had a brief relationship with Alicia, and last night I saw him leaving the bar on B Deck with some blonde who was probably more excited about the possibility of spending a night on A Deck than about being with Thomas.”

      “Let’s talk about the suspects one at a time,” Jonathan said. “You don’t seem to think that Thomas is the killer.”

      “I didn’t say that. I don’t think he killed anyone because he was in love with Jennie. If he killed Ty and Jared, he did so because he was spying for InmonCorp and got found out,” Craig said.

      “But why did it matter?” I asked. “ReXelCorp is gone, and Thomas is on his way to Val Segas.”

      “You heard what Alicia said earlier. Dozens of people have gone to prison after being caught spying for InmonCorp in the past year. If Ty or Jared had evidence that Thomas had been spying while he’d been on Odontotyrannos, he could have found himself arrested and then locked up,” Craig said.

      I frowned. “Surely it would make more sense to lock up the people who are paying others to spy for them.”

      Craig laughed. “But they are so much harder to find. I suspect, if it does turn out that Ty and Jared were killed because someone was spying for InmonCorp, that the company will make a big deal out of firing someone in middle management – some poor guy whom they can pin all the blame on. He’ll go to prison for a few years and while he’s away, his family will be well taken care of by InmonCorp. Once he’s out, he and his family will disappear to some quiet planet, never to be heard from again.”

      “So, how likely do you think it is that Thomas did it?” Jonathan asked Craig.

      “Six out of ten,” Craig replied.

      Jonathan looked at me.

      “Eight,” I replied.

      Craig raised an eyebrow. “Interesting.”

      “Let’s talk about Marc,” Jonathan said. “He wasn’t spying for anyone, because he wasn’t working on Odontotyrannos. If he found out that Ty or Jared was, though, would he have become angry enough to kill them for it?”

      “He lost a lot of his fortune when ReXelCorp failed,” Craig said. “But as I understand it, he has plenty left. I’d give him a four, only because I think he’s ruthless enough to kill if he felt he had a reason to do it.”

      “Five,” I said.

      “Tina?” Jonathan asked.

      “Three,” I said.

      “Seven,” Craig said. “Maybe she wanted to get back together with Ty, and he refused. Or maybe she found out that he cheated on her while they were married.”

      “Did he?” Jonathan asked.

      Craig sighed. “Actually, no, he didn’t. But maybe she wanted to get back together with him. She was here, in Community Y, yesterday.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Jonathan asked.

      “They all were. Everyone that we’re discussing was in the community at some point yesterday morning before the bodies were found. Sadly, there weren’t any cameras on the door that led outside, not until yesterday afternoon.”

      Jonathan nodded. “What about Jennie?”

      “Eight,” Craig said.

      “Five,” I said.

      “She had a stronger motive than anyone for killing Jared,” Craig argued.

      “Maybe,” I replied.

      “What about Alicia?” Jonathan asked.

      “Seven,” Craig said. “Maybe eight, because I can’t really see her needing much of a motive. She might have gotten it in her head that she could make her friend, Jennie, happy by getting rid of Jared and then decided to take care of the job herself. I’m sure she never gave any thought to the potential consequences. And actually, if she did do it, she probably won’t suffer too much.”

      “She’ll go to prison for murder,” I said.

      Craig shrugged. “Her father has a lot of influence everywhere. Even if she got convicted, she’d probably serve her sentence in the prison here on Odontotyrannos. Daddy would make sure that she was kept in considerable luxury and allowed her daily exercise in the form of walking around the shops.”

      I sighed. “I never realized that credits can buy just about everything.”

      “There isn’t any ’just about’ to it. Credits can buy anything in the galaxy,” Craig said flatly.

      “By my reckoning, Craig put Jennie highest on his list. Diana, you put Thomas on top of yours,” Jonathan said.

      “You didn’t give anyone numbers,” Craig said. “Who is on the top of your list?”

      Jonathan frowned. “Of the suspects we’ve named, probably Marc. I’m starting to think it’s more likely that they were killed by a hired killer, though. Maybe one that arrived by private shuttle and never even went inside.”

      Craig shook his head. “That was the first thing I considered, but it was easy enough to eliminate it as a possibility. We can walk over to the shuttle landing platform if you want. It hasn’t been used in at least a month, probably longer. Whoever killed the two men arrived out here by walking through the community first.”

      “And you were in the community yesterday morning,” I said.

      Craig nodded. “I wondered if you’d mention that. I suppose I should ask where I fall on your list of suspects.”

      I hesitated. “You could have been spying for InmonCorp when you were working here,” I said tentatively.

      Craig nodded. “I’ve been expecting that accusation since we sat down. I could have been, but I wasn’t. While it might seem hard to believe, given my reputation, I don’t do illegal, immoral, or unethical things.”

      “In that case, you wouldn’t have killed Ty and Jared,” I said.

      “You still haven’t given me a number,” Craig said.

      “Four,” I replied quickly.

      Craig looked satisfied. He glanced over at Jonathan. “I’m sure you’d like to give me a much higher number.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “Whatever our differences, I don’t think you killed Ty and Jared. You’re smart enough to find ways to get what you want without resorting to murder.”

      “I’m not sure if that was an insult or not.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be.”

      “How long was it between the two deaths?” I asked.

      “Not long,” Craig replied. “The police are as sure as they can be that the same person killed them both. They reckon that the killer stabbed Jared and then crushed Ty with the dig-truck arm. It probably took Ty about two minutes to die. Then the killer moved the arm out of the way and let Ty fall to the ground.”

      “How did his shoe get so far away from his body?” I asked.

      Craig shrugged. “I’ve no idea.”

      “Maybe he wasn’t dead when the killer moved the arm back,” Jonathan suggested. “Maybe, when he fell to the ground, Ty pulled off his shoe and threw it to try to get someone’s attention.”

      “The police-bots told me that both men were already dead when I got to Community Y,” I said. “That’s why they didn’t treat me like a suspect.”

      “They weren’t dead when I got here,” Craig said. “Maybe Ty heard me walk out the door and threw the shoe to try to get my attention. If I think back, I can almost hear something falling to the ground as I walked around the site. But that’s probably just my imagination working overtime.”

      “But if Ty was still alive when you walked out of the building, the killer must have still been out here somewhere,” I said, shivering.

      “Yeah, that’s a pretty horrible thought,” Craig said flatly.

      “You have overstayed your permitted time by twenty-three minutes,” the police-bot rushing toward us said. “You must return to the building immediately.”

      I pulled my shoes back on and then followed Craig and Jonathan back inside. As the door shut behind us, I shivered again.

      “Now what?” Craig asked.

      “I’m supposed to report for questioning in a few minutes,” I said, checking the time.

      “So am I,” Craig said. “Maybe we can ask our fellow suspects a few questions while we wait for our turn with the bots.”

      “Surely we’ve all been given different appointment times,” I said as I followed Craig toward the center of the community.

      “You’d think so, but I think you’d be wrong,” Craig said.

      I nearly laughed out loud as we reached the nearby relaxation station where we’d been asked to report. Tina, Jennie, Alicia, Marc, and Thomas were all sitting together in a small cluster in one corner of the room. A pair of police-bots were hovering silently near them.

      “Let’s go and join the party, shall we?” Craig asked.

      He marched across the room and sat down next to Jennie. Jonathan and I followed at a more leisurely pace.
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      “Now what?” Tina asked after a moment.

      “Please wait,” the nearest police-bot said.

      “For how long?” Marc demanded. “I’m a busy man. I have better things to do than sit here all afternoon.”

      “Please wait. Please wait. Please wait,” the bot said.

      “Who programs these things?” Thomas asked.

      “That one is a ReXelCorp bot,” Craig said. “It probably hasn’t had an update in over a year. I’m surprised it’s still functioning.”

      “ReXelCorp built some of the best bots in the galaxy,” Marc said.

      “And then it didn’t,” Craig replied. “I know you had a lot invested in the company, but even you have to admit that things went downhill fast.”

      “The bots they were producing on the last day of production were just as good as any bot they ever produced,” Marc said.

      Craig laughed. “I know you don’t believe that.”

      “Does it matter?” Alicia asked, sounding tired. “Does anything matter right now? We’re being held hostage by two malfunctioning police-bots in an unfinished, undesirable community on a planet we all want to leave.”

      “If it’s so undesirable, why did you visit Community Y yesterday?” Craig asked her.

      Alicia looked surprised. “I didn’t…” she began.

      Craig held up a hand. “Don’t bother denying it. I’ve seen the security camera footage.”

      “Why would you have access to such a thing?” Marc demanded.

      Craig grinned at him. “I have friends in the right places.”

      “Viewing private security footage is against the law,” Marc said. “Police-bots, arrest that man.”

      The bots both clicked and hummed for a moment.

      “Please wait,” one of them said eventually.

      “And while we wait, Alicia can tell us all why she visited Community Y yesterday,” Craig suggested.

      “I don’t have to answer your questions,” Alicia said.

      “You could answer mine,” Jennie said. “I told you I wanted to visit Community Y, and you refused to come with me. Why did you do that and then visit the community by yourself?”

      Alicia flushed. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does to me,” Jennie said. “I wanted you with me when I came here. I wanted my best friend to hold my hand while I revisited some of the places that were important to me during my marriage. I wanted you to remind me that I was going to be better off without Jared while I was revisiting some of our happiest moments.”

      “When you put it that way, I can see why she didn’t want to come,” Craig said.

      I looked at Jonathan. Craig had put into words exactly what I’d been thinking.

      “It isn’t a big deal,” Alicia said. She looked at Jennie and then sighed. “I wanted to ride the SuperThriller, okay? It’s the only coaster on the planet that I’d never ridden. I wanted to ride it, but I wasn’t sure that I was brave enough to actually do it. I wanted to come by myself in case I chickened out.”

      “And did you chicken out?” Craig asked.

      Alicia tapped on her comms unit. A short video of her, strapped into the SuperThriller and flying through the air, was displayed above it. “No, I did not,” she said smugly as the video finished.

      “But you did leave poor Jennie to visit the community all by herself,” Craig said.

      “Except I didn’t bother,” Jennie said. “I decided I’d wait and visit with Jared after we met, but then he never showed up for our meeting.”

      Craig sighed. “I hate when people lie unnecessarily. It makes me wonder if the lie was actually needed, maybe to hide the fact that someone was somewhere when two men were brutally murdered.”

      Jennie flushed. “I didn’t come to Community Y yesterday,” she said.

      Craig tapped on his wrist comms unit and then held it up so we could all see the short video that showed Jennie walking through the entrance to the community. She had a scarf pulled over her face and she was wearing a hat and sunglasses. Below her image, the text read – “Facial Recognition Software Operational – Subject Identified as Jennifer Hartman Marsh with 99% certainty.”

      Alicia grinned at her. “That’s some disguise. Who were you hiding from?”

      “That isn’t me,” Jennie said flatly. “It’s someone pretending to be me.”

      “Why the terrible disguise?” Craig asked. “It’s almost like you were hoping that no one would know you came here and murdered your husband.”

      “I didn’t do any such thing,” Jennie said angrily.

      “I think that’s quite enough,” Thomas said to Craig. “Jennie doesn’t have to explain anything to you.”

      Craig nodded. “So maybe you’d like to explain what you were doing in Community Y yesterday.”

      Thomas chuckled. “That isn’t any great mystery. Like Alicia, I wanted to ride the SuperThriller. I was part of the team that designed and built it, but I left before it was completed. I wanted a chance to see if it was as spectacular as we’d envisioned.”

      “And was it?” Craig asked.

      He frowned. “In the end, I didn’t ride,” he said. “I wandered around the community for a short while first and found myself feeling really disappointed in what happened here. When we were building the SuperThriller, we had such high hopes for Community Y, and it upset me to see what the community has become. I ended up leaving without riding.”

      “Smart answer, since you know the police-bots can access the ride videos for the entire day,” Craig said. “Who’s next? Marc, why were you in Community Y yesterday?”

      Marc looked up at the police-bots. “Are you going to continue letting him question us in this way? We’re here because we were asked to come to speak to someone official, not Craig Martelle. He needs to be arrested for interfering with a police investigation.”

      “Processing,” one of the bots replied.

      Marc sighed and looked at Craig. “In the interest of shutting you up, I came here to take a look at where I’d lost a huge chunk of my wealth. While I was angry, I was also hopeful that I might find something salvageable here. I was considering purchasing Community Y myself and taking on the job of managing its construction.”

      “That isn’t like you,” Craig said. “You’ve always been an investor.”

      “Yes, well, I thought maybe I could try something different for a change. I was pretty sure I could make a deal with the planetary council to buy the entire community for what would once have sounded like an incredibly low price. Then I could have rehired Ty and Jared and gotten the building projects back on track.”

      “And now you’ve changed your mind?” Craig asked.

      “Look around you. This community is a disaster. It was poorly planned from the very beginning, and I hate to think how many credits it’s going to take to fix everything that’s wrong.”

      “The SuperThriller is excellent,” Alicia said.

      “But it’s in the wrong place,” Marc told her. “It should be more centrally located so that people pass exciting things on their way to the ride and then get off in the middle of the action. I don’t know why it was built in the very back of the community, but if I bought Community Y, the first thing I’d want to do is move the SuperThriller.”

      “It was built there because that was the only safe place to put it,” Thomas said. “A coaster that size has a million technical requirements, including certain specifications about the terrain on which it is built. The ground under the rest of the community isn’t strong enough to support the structure needed for the SuperThriller.”

      “So it can’t be moved,” Marc said flatly.

      “Absolutely not,” Thomas told him.

      “If I hadn’t already decided not to buy the community, I’d be disappointed,” Marc said.

      “Did you ride the SuperThriller?” Craig asked.

      “No, I did not,” Marc replied. “I couldn’t care less whether I enjoyed the ride or not. I was merely interested in whether or not other people wanted to ride it. I spoke to several teenagers who assured me that it was the best coaster on the planet. That was what I wanted to hear.”

      Craig turned to Tina. “Would you like to tell us why you came to Community Y yesterday?”

      She shook her head. “I wasn’t going to come. I didn’t want to come. I blame this stupid community for the end of my marriage. That ridiculous coaster ruined everything. I told myself when I came down to the planet that I was going to stay as far away from Community Y as I possibly could.”

      “And yet you visited,” Craig said.

      Tina nodded as her eyes filled with tears. “I found myself switching walkways, from path to path, following the route that I’d memorized when we first arrived. Back then, there weren’t any signs to Community Y. It was just a construction zone, so finding it felt almost like finding a hidden treasure. I was surprised yesterday to find that there still aren’t many signs to the community. I was expecting a few advertising the SuperThriller, if nothing else.”

      “That’s another thing,” Marc said. “The community has never gotten enough support from the planetary council. If I were to even consider buying the community, that would have to change.”

      “What did you do when you got here?” Craig asked Tina.

      She shrugged. “I walked around the entire community, reliving memories. Some of them were very happy and others were sad. In some ways, I think it helped me realize that my marriage was truly over. After a while, I realized that I was just wandering pointlessly, and I left.”

      “Why were you here?” Alicia asked.

      Craig smiled. “I played a part in building the community. I wanted to see what had become of it.”

      “And what did you think?” Thomas asked.

      “I just hope someone buys it soon. It has so much potential,” Craig said.

      “Hello? Police-bots? We’re still here,” Marc said after a few minutes of awkward silence.

      “Processing,” one of the bots said.

      Craig grinned. “While we wait, let’s talk about who went outside while they were here,” he suggested.

      “No one is going to admit to that,” Tina said. “That would be tantamount to admitting to murder.”

      “Not necessarily,” Craig replied. “I went outside. I’m happy to admit to that. I used to work here. I was curious what was happening with the construction site, so I went out and took a look.”

      “I did the same,” Jennie said. “I wasn’t curious about the construction site, though. I was curious about my flowers. Before I left for the Lady Elizabeth, I planted some flowers in the park just outside the construction zone. Jared promised to look after them for me so that when we visited the planet, I’d be able to make myself a bouquet.”

      “I didn’t see any flowers out there,” Craig said.

      Jennie sighed. “Jared didn’t always follow through on his promises. I suspect he forgot all about my tiny seedlings. I don’t know if they died from neglect or if they were eaten by something that lives out there, but I couldn’t find any trace of them.”

      “And you didn’t see Ty or Jared?” Craig asked.

      She shook her head. “I didn’t see anyone. I had a brief conversation with the community mech-bot, but his memory circuits are fried. His knowledge of the community is hard-wired into his electronic brain, but he doesn’t remember anything else, which means he had no idea who I was.”

      “The perfect bot for this community,” Marc muttered.

      “Did you go outside?” Craig asked.

      “Yes, of course I went outside. I wasn’t going to offer to buy the community without seeing exactly what I’d be getting. I didn’t go far, though. I stuck my head out and counted the construction machines and then compared that with the list that I was given of what was included in the sale. The numbers matched, which was enough for me.”

      “You weren’t concerned about the condition of the vehicles?” Craig asked.

      Marc shrugged. “By the time I looked outside, I was already pretty sure I wasn’t going to make an offer. I’d done my research, so I thought I knew what to expect from the community, but what I found was even more disappointing than I’d imagined it would be. If I’d actually been interested in purchasing, I’d have spent more time with the machinery outside.”

      Craig nodded. “Did you see anyone when you were outside?”

      “I did not. That was another reason why I didn’t stick around, actually. I was very aware that the area out there is unmonitored, and I was uncertain what animals or insects still exist on the planet’s exterior. I didn’t want to find myself fighting off a snarlion or a spiderpede.”

      “Neither of those live on Odontotyrannos,” Tina told him. “There was barely anything living on the planet when the first communities were built. It’s too dry and hot for most life forms. That’s what made it perfect for total development. They could add as many communities as they wanted without displacing any people, animals, or plants.”

      “So what ate Jennie’s flowers?” Alicia asked.

      Tina shrugged. “There’s a species of rabbicoon that still lives on the planet. Those little guys eat everything green except grass. I suspect it’s more likely that the plants died because they weren’t watered, though.”

      “Did you go outside?” Craig asked her.

      She hesitated and then nodded. “I walked around the entire site, and then I went outside for a few minutes. The small grassy area just past the construction site was my favorite place on the planet when my marriage was failing. I used to sit out there for hours, breathing fresh air and pretending that I was anywhere other than here.”

      “So you revisited the park,” Craig said.

      “It isn’t much of a park, but I suppose you could call it that. I went out and sat on the bench and watched the shuttles going in and out. Of course, all you can see from the shuttles is the advertising screens.  I was invisible to everyone. I wished I had a button I could push to stop the shuttles and the walkways and everything. I just wanted to make the entire planet stop for a minute or two.”

      Alicia patted her arm. “That’s an interesting idea. I’m going to talk to my father about that.”

      “Stopping the planet?” Jonathan asked.

      She nodded. “It could be something completely random, maybe like a game. When the walkways all stop, everyone needs to rush to the nearest community. The first ten people to arrive could all get discount codes or maybe even bonus credits for that community. Stopping Odontotyrannos could be a really clever advertising campaign.”

      “That isn’t what I meant,” Tina said.

      “Maybe not, but it’s interesting,” Alicia replied.

      “What about you?” Craig asked. “Did you go outside?”

      Alicia nodded. “I felt on top of the world. I’d ridden the SuperThriller, and I wanted to tell someone. I told the stupid mech-bot, but it didn’t care. I assumed there would be people working outside. I should say that I assumed there would be people I knew working outside. I thought I’d find Ty and Jared out there. I was going to tell them about my ride and congratulate them on it. Whatever went wrong in Community Y, the SuperThriller is a real accomplishment.”

      “And what did they say when you told them that?” Craig asked.

      Alicia shook her head. “I didn’t tell them anything. I couldn’t find them. I will admit that I didn’t try very hard. I walked outside, glanced around, listened for a moment, and then gave up and went back inside.”

      “What did you hear when you listened?” Jonathan asked.

      “Absolutely nothing,” she replied. “There might have been a bird chirping somewhere, but I doubt it.”

      “There aren’t any birds on Odontotyrannos,” Tina said. “Aside from the ones in the zoos, that is. The planet had only a handful of native birds, and none of them were scientifically interesting. After the first few communities were built, the planetary council decided to relocate all of the birds to Thorotyrannos, the other habitable planet in this system.”

      “Did you think you heard a bird?” Jonathan asked.

      Alicia shook her head. “I don’t think I heard anything. It was eerily quiet. I was expecting to find people working, but all I found was an abandoned lot full of construction machines.”

      “That just leaves you,” Craig said to Thomas. “Everyone else has explained why they went outside. Why did you go outside?”

      Thomas shook his head. “You aren’t tricking me like that. I didn’t go outside. I didn’t have any reason to go outside.”

      “You returned to the community and were saddened by what had changed. Surely you wanted to see the construction site as part of that,” Jonathan said.

      “Not at all. As I said earlier, I came to ride the SuperThriller, but I was too disappointed in everything else that I saw to actually ride it. I probably wasn’t in the community for much more than twenty minutes,” Thomas replied.

      “We can check that,” Craig said with a smug grin. “Although I believe the killer could have managed to get in and out in twenty minutes or less.”

      “Does it make us look less guilty if we were here for longer?” Tina asked.

      Craig shrugged. “Right now, you all look less guilty because of Thomas.”

      The man flushed. “What does that mean?”

      “It means you’re lying about going outside,” Craig said.

      “I’m not lying,” Thomas snapped. “I didn’t have any reason to go outside."

      "Neither did anyone else, really, but everyone else went – even Diana, who’d never been to Odontotyrannos before.”

      Thomas looked at me. “Why did you go out there? How did you even know how to get outside?”

      “I don’t think you need to attack Diana,” Jonathan said. “She was just trying to get some fresh air.”

      “I couldn’t resist the open door,” I said, staring hard at Thomas.

      “Open door? The door wasn’t open,” he snapped at me.

      “You sound very certain of that,” Jonathan said. “Were you watching the door?”

      Thomas flushed. “No, of course not. I wasn’t anywhere near the door. Maybe it was open. I just assumed it was shut because when I was here it was programmed to shut automatically. The last thing we wanted was for people to wander outside into the middle of a construction zone.”

      “They made some changes after you left,” Craig said. “Once the construction stopped, they stopped the door from shutting automatically. Ty and Jared used to leave it open all day long. They also added a security camera so that they could monitor everyone going in and out.”

      “Did they?” Thomas seemed to be doing his best to sound unconcerned, but the tension in the room was intense.

      “That’s why we’re all here,” Craig said. “The police-bots want to reinterview everyone who went outside yesterday.” He looked around at the others. “Everyone else has already admitted to having gone out. Why are you lying about it?”

      “I’m not lying. I didn’t go out,” Thomas said.

      “If that were true, you wouldn’t be here,” Craig replied. “The police-bots have the images from the camera on that door.”

      “There isn’t any camera on that door,” Thomas insisted. “I made sure of that before I went anywhere near it.”

      A long silence followed Thomas’s words.
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      Eventually, Thomas began to laugh. “You think you’ve trapped me into saying something incriminating, don’t you?”

      Craig shrugged. “You just admitted that you went to the door that led outside. You also told us that you checked for security cameras before you went, which suggests that you didn’t want anyone to know that you were going to go outside.”

      “I was kidding, just to see your reaction. I didn’t go outside.”

      “I wonder if the police-bots will share the footage from the camera on that door with us,” Craig said. “I haven’t seen it, but I know for certain that the only people invited here this afternoon were people who were seen going out that door.”

      “You haven’t asked Colonel Brazee why he went outside,” Thomas said.

      Jonathan grinned. “Craig and I discussed that privately. He knows exactly what I did yesterday and why.”

      “Thomas?” Jennie said. “Why did you go outside?”

      He looked at her and sighed. “I didn’t. I will admit that I looked out through the door. I suppose that’s enough to get me added to today’s little gathering, but I didn’t go outside.”

      “Why?” Jennie asked.

      Thomas flushed and then took Jennie’s hand. “I was looking for you,” he said. “I knew you had to be in the community somewhere. I wanted to talk to you, ideally alone.”

      Jennie nodded slowly. “So you looked outside?”

      “I did. I opened the door and stuck my head out and shouted your name. When no one replied, I decided to give up and do some shopping. I knew I’d see you back on the Lady Elizabeth in the evening.”

      “Why did you want to talk to me?” Jennie asked.

      “He’s been after you for months,” Alicia said. “I’ve been telling you that for ages.”

      Jennie looked at Thomas. “Is that true? I’m flattered, if it is, but I’m afraid I’m not interested. I’m going to need some time to recover from losing Jared.”

      “You were divorcing Jared,” Thomas snapped.

      “We were talking about it, but nothing had been decided,” Jennie replied. “We were going to discuss it yesterday, but that never happened.”

      “How long do you need?” Thomas asked.

      “I’ve no idea. My husband was murdered. I may never recover.”

      Thomas shook his head. “You’ll recover. We belong together. You just have to forget all about Jared.”

      “I can’t just forget about him,” Jennie said, pulling her hand away.

      “Well, this is awkward,” Craig said. “Thomas killed Jared to win Jennie’s heart, and now Jennie is rejecting him.”

      “She isn’t rejecting me,” Thomas said. “She just needs some time.”

      “Interesting that you objected to that and not to the first half of the sentence,” Craig said.

      “Where is Thomas Webb?” one of the police-bots asked.

      “He’s Thomas Webb,” Jennie said, pointing.

      “We have questions for you,” the bot said. “Please follow me.”

      “What about the others?” Thomas asked. “Do you have questions for them, too?”

      “That is not your concern. Please follow me,” the bot replied. It began to glide away, heading farther into the community.

      Thomas stood up. “This is ridiculous. I don’t have to answer any questions.” He took a few steps forward and then began to run toward the community’s entrance.

      “Stop!” the police-bot shouted. “I am authorized by Protocol 34-B-23004 to shoot to stun.”

      Thomas hesitated for a moment and then seemed to pick up speed. He was nearly to the entrance when the bot began to fire laser blasts at him. The first one hit the screen where I’d taken my survey on the community. It burst into flames as Thomas zigzagged past it. The second shot hit Thomas squarely in the back. A moment later, a dozen or more police-bots appeared in the entrance. We were all taken into separate rooms for questioning before we could even process what we’d seen.

      After what felt like many hours, I was finally permitted to leave the small cubicle where I’d done my best to answer every question I’d been asked. My head was pounding, and I was starving.

      “Hey,” Jonathan said as I emerged from the cubicle. He handed me a nutrition bar and a cold drink.

      “Thanks,” I said before I shoved the entire bar into my mouth. I washed it down with most of the drink and then sighed. “That’s only slightly better.”

      “Let’s go and find some real food, then,” Jonathan suggested.

      “Here? Or on the Lady Elizabeth?”

      “Either.”

      While I was eager to get back to the ship and relax, I was too hungry to deal with the endless walkways to the shuttle station. I also had no idea what time the next shuttle was supposed to leave.

      “Let’s eat here. Something quick.”

      The walkways to Community F were mostly empty. When we arrived, I stared at the hundreds of choices and then stepped on the very first walkway I found.

      “Where are we going?” Jonathan asked.

      “Wherever this goes. I’ll find something I want there.”

      Five minutes later we were sitting together at a small table in a quiet corner. I had a sandwich, fries, and a cold drink in front of me. Jonathan had chosen chicken and rice from the counter next to the one I’d used.

      “What happened back there?” I asked after a few bites.

      “Thomas made a few mistakes, enough mistakes to make it obvious that he’d killed Ty and Jared.”

      “Is he that in love with Jennie?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Maybe, but I suspect there’s more to it than just that. I’ll let you know once I get the whole story.”

      “Is the Lady Elizabeth going to be allowed to leave soon, then?”

      “We’ll probably leave in the morning. We’ll be only a single day behind schedule. We can make that up before we reach Delta Sector.”

      “Why do the sectors have such odd names? Surely they should have been given warm, friendly names like Cat Sector and Dog Sector.”

      Jonathan laughed. “The sector designations are based on old military terms dating back thousands of years. I hear rumors all the time that they might be changed, but it’s really difficult to get the entire galaxy to agree to anything. I suspect the same designations will still be in use in another thousand years.”

      “And we’re going to have to spend ten days in Delta Sector.”

      “Maybe after Chaos it won’t be so bad.”

      I finished my lunch and then stood up and stretched. “We should probably go back to the ship.”

      “We can. Or we can visit Community X and try their coasters.”

      “They’re all smaller than the SuperThriller, right?”

      “They are. A few don’t even go upside down. You may never get to Odontotyrannos again,” he added as I hesitated.

      We spent the rest of the day riding just about every ride in Community X. It was busy, and in spite of the booking system, the lines were long, but Jonathan was able to reserve VIP spots on the rides using his wrist unit. At first it felt odd, walking to the front of the long line and being shown onto a ride, but after a while, I started to really enjoy it.

      “Everyone can make reservations, right?” I asked Jonathan after our second time on one of the most popular coasters.

      “Yes, although retired Space Corps members and their guests get VIP spots,” he told me.

      I decided that was fair enough. From what I’d heard, Jonathan had saved several planets. He probably deserved a few extra rides on the TowerTwister. And it was always more fun to ride with a friend.

      We had dinner in Community X, grabbing all sorts of weird amusement park food. Thick slices of pizza were followed by candy clouds and sugar cakes. By the time we were ready to head back to the ship, my head was spinning from the combination of thrill rides and far too much sugar. The shuttle ride was over far too quickly.

      “I wish we were stopping somewhere in every sector,” I said to Jonathan as he walked me to my cabin.

      He nodded. “It would help break up the monotony of the journey, but it would also mean arriving in Val Segas at least a sector later.”

      “I thought this journey used up all of the sector designations.”

      “It does. We’re sailing from A to Z, so rather than add a sector, they’d have to make each sector a day or two longer. Ten days is long enough for a sector, though, in my opinion.”

      “I can’t believe I thought space travel was going to be fun,” I said as I opened my cabin door.

      Jonathan laughed. “Parts of it have been interesting, at least.”

      “I don’t think finding dead bodies and getting caught up in murder investigations counts as interesting.”

      The door slid shut before Jonathan could reply.

      Singer looked up from her bed and whimpered softly.

      “Did you miss me?” I asked as I picked her up. We cuddled together for a long time while I watched something pointless on the screen.

      

      “All jets, level three warm,” I said the next morning. I was delighted when all of the jets began to spray warm water at the same time. I quickly undressed and stepped into the shower. I was halfway through rinsing the shampoo out of my hair when all of the jets suddenly turned off.

      “All jets, level three warm,” I said quickly. A single jet shot a stream of water into my eye. “Top jets, level three warm,” I suggested. The jets at my feet began to emit bursts of water, alternating between ice cold and scaling hot liquid.

      I sighed. “Shower off,” I said. I grabbed a towel and then walked over and tapped the power button for the huge bathtub. I looked at it every morning before deciding that a shower was easier, but today a bath sounded like exactly what I needed.

      The tub had its own tutorial. Once I’d worked my way through it, I was able to fill it with warm water. As I slid in, I switched on both bubbles and lights. The bubbles helped rinse the shampoo out of my hair, and the soothing blues and purples from the lighting helped me relax.

      “Why didn’t I do this earlier?” I asked Singer as she stared at me from just inside the bathroom door.

      She meowed once and then walked away.

      I was still drying off when someone knocked on my door.

      “Coming,” I called as I pulled on the first clothes that came to hand.

      “Good morning,” Jonathan said when I opened the door. “Have you had breakfast?”

      “Not yet. I was just in the tub.”

      “Let’s get some breakfast. I have a lot to tell you.”

      A few minutes later, we were sitting across from each other in the large restaurant.

      “Whatever else I’m having, I’m having bacon,” Jonathan said as he tapped on the table for the menu.

      “The bacon is very good,” I said. “Everything is good, really.”

      We told the mech-bot what we wanted and then sat back in our seats.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Thomas has been talking,” Jonathan replied. “He started out by telling the authorities that Ty was a spy for InmonCorp.”

      “Was he telling the truth?”

      “Probably not. During the past twelve hours, he’s accused just about everyone who was in Community Y yesterday of secretly working for InmonCorp.”

      “Just about everyone? Me?”

      Jonathan chuckled. “Not you, just the people who were part of building Community Y. He didn’t accuse me of anything, either.”

      “I guess that’s good.”

      “But there was only one person in the rest of the group that wasn’t targeted.”

      “Jennie,” I guessed.

      “Exactly. According to Thomas, Jennie would never do anything as dreadful as spy for another company.”

      “He’s really crazy about her, isn’t he?”

      Jonathan nodded. “And from what I can determine, it’s been mostly one-sided. Jennie did admit to spending quite a bit of time with Thomas when he first arrived on Odontotyrannos. She said she was just trying to be nice, to help him get settled, but she did agree that he might have misread her intentions.”

      I frowned. “When did he date Alicia?”

      “After that early period. Jennie told the police that she realized that she was spending too much time with him, so she introduced him to Alicia. Apparently, she was sure that he and Alicia would like one another.”

      “And it worked.”

      “Maybe. The bot I talked to said that it suspects that Thomas was already crazy about Jennie but dated Alicia anyway.”

      “Meanwhile, Jennie was married to Jared.”

      “Which is why Thomas kept quiet about his feelings.”

      “So Thomas accused just about everyone of being a spy for InmonCorp. What else?”

      “He admitted to going outside. The bots are convinced that he killed Ty and Jared, but they can’t prove it yet. They’ve already found evidence that someone in Community Y was spying for InmonCorp.”

      “What sort of evidence?”

      “Ghost data transmissions.”

      “What are ghost data transmissions?”

      “Bits of data that get left behind after someone sends a transmission and then tries to delete all traces of that transmission,” Jonathan explained. “In this case, our spy used the community mech-bot to send data about the progress being made in the community to a data engine within InmonCorp. Unfortunately for the spy, the mech-bot’s memory circuits are a mess, which meant the transmissions generated their own sets of ghost data.”

      “But no one knows who was sending the data.”

      “Not yet, but the police have experts working on reconstructing the ghost data. We’ll know more later today.”

      I nodded as a serving trolley arrived with our breakfasts. I was halfway through my pancakes before I spoke again.

      “Are we going to be allowed to leave this morning?”

      Jonathan laughed. “We’ve already left.”

      I gasped and looked out the nearest window. I hadn’t noticed it, but instead of just a field of stars, when I looked closely, it was obvious that we were moving slowly.

      “Where’s Thomas?”

      “He stayed behind on Odontotyrannos. If the police find evidence that proves someone else killed Ty and Jared, then he’ll be allowed to rejoin us using an express shuttle. I can’t see that happening.”

      “What if someone else on the Lady Elizabeth helped him?”

      “Then that person will be detained on C Deck until we reach Val Segas, the same as the others. No one is going to pay to shuttle that person back to Odontotyrannos in any kind of hurry.”

      I nodded. “When will you know more?”

      “If not later today, then tomorrow. I’ll come and find you when I do.”

      We finished breakfast and then went our separate ways. After two days off, I was happy to get back to my coding course. The course cube had been a gift from another passenger. I had high hopes that she might offer me a job if I finished the course successfully before we reached Val Segas. I was so caught up in my work that I almost didn’t notice that Jonathan never came to see me again that day.

      

      The next morning, I ignored the shower and just ran a bath. It was lovely, but I did miss feeling dozens of jets blasting me with warm water.

      “Tomorrow,” I told the shower as I walked past it. “Tomorrow you can work right, okay?”

      After breakfast, I settled down to study again. It was nearly time for lunch when someone knocked on my door.

      “Craig?” I said when the door slid open.

      He nodded, one hand holding tightly to Stanley’s collar. “I wanted to be the one to tell you what’s happened myself,” he said.

      I hesitated. “Do you want to come in?” I asked after an awkward moment. When he nodded, I stepped back to let him into the cabin.

      He walked inside and then looked around. “It’s a lot nicer than B Deck, but not worth as much as they charged for it,” he told me as he sat down.

      Singer looked at the large dog from her bed and then shut her eyes and seemed to go back to sleep.

      Stanley “woofed” quietly at her.

      I shrugged. “Considering how long and boring the journey is, I’m happy to have every bit of space I can get.”

      He nodded and then sat down in the nearest chair. Stanley immediately sat at his feet. “Sit,” he told me.

      Once I was settled, he grinned.

      “You’re happy,” I said.

      “I’m relieved. It isn’t often that things tie themselves up so neatly. And we owe it all to a malfunctioning mech-bot with fried memory circuits.”

      “Oh?”

      “The police-bots were able to determine who’d been sending the coded messages to InmonCorp.”

      “They were coded messages? Jonathan didn’t mention that.”

      Craig chuckled. “They were coded, but they didn’t need to be. I believe our spy thought the messages were a good deal more important than they were. Or perhaps the spy was simply enthralled by the idea of doing something top-secret and sending the messages in code was just part of the excitement.”

      “Was it a complex code?”

      “No. It was a simple substitution code, but the spy managed to fail at keeping it consistent. I would imagine whoever was on the receiving end found it all very frustrating. Half of the messages that the police were able to re-create were garbled almost beyond comprehension. Once the police realized that the spy was a complete amateur, they were able to program the decoding mechanism to account for mistakes and they were able to read the messages.”

      “And that led them to the spy.”

      Craig nodded. “And she’ll be spending the rest of the journey to Val Segas on C Deck.”

      “She? It was Jennie, then, wasn’t it?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I can see her being tempted by money. I can also see her trying to make herself feel important by using codes even when they weren’t needed. Or maybe it’s just that I can’t see Alicia needing more money, and I can’t imagine Tina doing anything that would have potentially hurt Ty.”

      “Very good. Yes, it’s Jennie who has been arrested. When confronted by the evidence, she confessed. She claims she only started spying once it became obvious that ReXelCorp was going to fail. She told the police that she was only doing everything she could to make some extra money before Jared lost his job.”

      “Is she telling the truth about when she started?”

      Craig shrugged. “The ghost data goes back only a few months, but the police suspect that she was working for InmonCorp for a lot longer than that. Right now, they’re looking into what she paid for her cabin on the Lady Elizabeth.”

      “Really?”

      “It seems likely that she paid less for her two-bedroom cabin on A Deck than I paid for my broom closet on B Deck, but that remains to be proven.”

      A thought popped into my head. “Is it possible that she was only being nice to Thomas to get information from him?” I asked.

      “That’s the best part,” Craig said, with a grin. “Once the police knew for certain who was spying for InmonCorp, they went back and talked to Thomas again. When confronted by the evidence, he got so angry that he started shouting about how he’d been used and how he’d actually killed two people just for Jennie. Once he calmed down, he confessed to everything.”

      “He killed Ty and Jared because he was in love with Jennie?”

      “More or less. Apparently, in spite of what Jennie said about putting some distance between them, the pair still talked every day while they were both still on Odontotyrannos. After Thomas left, they messaged back and forth a lot. The police found hundreds of messages from Jennie on Thomas’s data pad. Nearly all of them were complaints about Jared.”

      “So Thomas thought he was helping Jennie by killing Jared.”

      “More than that, he thought he was doing the only thing that would allow Jennie to get away from the man. Apparently, Jennie told Thomas that Jared had threatened to kill her if she ever left him.”

      “I don’t suppose she put that in her messages.”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      “She had left, though. She was on the Lady Elizabeth.”

      “Where she kept using Jared as an excuse to not see Thomas. Thomas swears that she told him that she was falling in love with him, but that she was too afraid of what Jared would do to allow him to get any closer to her. Again, she didn’t put any of that in her messages.”

      “So by the time we got to Odontotyrannos, Thomas was mad enough to kill for the woman he loves.”

      “And that’s exactly what he did. He arranged to meet Jared on the site. Apparently, he even suggested that they play with the machines. Jared was already inside one of the dig-trucks when Thomas got there. He grabbed a shirt and put it on over his clothes and then climbed up next to Jared. Stabbing the man to death only took a few seconds.”

      I shivered. “Poor Jared.”

      “I feel worse for Ty. Apparently, he just happened to walk past while all of this was happening. He didn’t see the murder, but he did see Thomas in the dig-truck, so Thomas hit him with the dig-truck arm and then pinned him against the truck next to them. He claims he didn’t mean to kill him, that he just wanted to make him forget what he’d seen, but I don’t think anyone believes that.”

      “What about the shoe? Did Ty throw it to try to get someone’s attention?””

      Craig shook his head. “So after he’d released Ty’s body, Thomas decided that he needed to move it. He was going to dump both bodies into the incinerator, actually. He grabbed Ty’s feet and started pulling. That’s when Ty’s shoe fell off. At the same time, Thomas heard the door open behind him. He took off running, throwing the shoe as he went. Then he hid until I’d come and gone.”

      “Why didn’t he move the bodies after you left?”

      “He was going to, but he realized he was going to need help. He took off the shirt and then went back inside to get a hoverboard. While he was off shopping, you found the bodies.”

      I sighed. “Am I a terrible person for almost wishing that he’d gotten rid of the bodies before I got there?”

      “I understand the feeling, but if he’d dumped the bodies in the incinerator, no one would ever have known what happened to them, and Thomas would have gotten away with murder.”

      “But I wouldn’t have had to find another dead man.”

      Craig stood up. “You have had some very bad luck, really, but I’m sure that’s all going to change now. The next twenty-three sectors will probably all be nothing but boring.”

      “I really hope so.”

      I walked him and Stanley to the door and then watched as they strolled down the corridor toward the elevators. As the door slid shut, I wondered if Jonathan would ever tell me exactly what history he shared with Craig.
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      When the Lady Elizabeth stopped on Odontotyrannos, it added a few extra people to the crew. Actually having some security on board was nice and we all knew that Becca needed another pair of hands in the medical wing, but I don’t think anyone was excited to learn that a photographer had joined us.

       

      Troy Dyffryn spent his days wandering around the ship snapping photos of the passengers and then trying to sell them his pictures. I was polite to the man, but I wasn’t interested in having my picture taken, and I didn’t have the credits to buy unnecessary photos of myself. But when he offered me a free photo session for Singer, my tiny cat, I couldn’t resist.

       

      We chatted about life while Singer posed beautifully. Some of the things that Troy said were worrying, but I was still shocked when I found him unconscious and wounded in a corridor two days later. At least this time, the person I’d found was still alive. That didn’t mean that I was going to be able to avoid being dragged into the investigation into what had happened to him, though.
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        Day Two, Delta Sector

      

      

      “Smile.”

      I swallowed a sigh. “Please leave me alone,” I said as politely as I could.

      The man holding the camera sighed. “Just let me take one picture, please? You know how this works.”

      I nodded. I knew exactly how it worked. Troy Dyffryn was one of the handful of new crew members who’d come aboard the Lady Elizabeth when we’d been docked at Odontotyrannos. While the two men who were now the ship’s entire security team and the woman who’d been hired to assist in the medical department were all very welcome, I don’t think anyone on the ship was very excited to learn that Troy had joined us. We were less excited when we discovered that Troy was paid in part by the number of pictures he took, which meant he could be incredibly persistent.

      “We managed to sail through two sectors without a photographer,” I said. “I’m not certain why we need one for the rest of the journey.”

      Troy shrugged. “I just go where I’m told to go,” he said. “But if you don’t want to smile for me over your breakfast, that’s fine. A little bird told me that you’re sailing with a cat.”

      I nodded. “She’s not much more than a kitten, but she’s a SuperNex, so she won’t be getting much bigger.”

      Troy beamed. “I love cats,” he said. “What’s her name?”

      “She’s called Singer. She has a much more complicated name, of course, being a SuperNex, but I call her Singer.”

      “That’s a great name,” Troy said. “Here’s a thought. Wouldn’t it be really fun to do a photo session with Singer?”

      I opened my mouth to say no, but before I could, Troy held up a hand.

      “Look, I get the feeling you aren’t like the other passengers on A Deck,” he said in a low voice. “Most of them shove me out of the way or just ignore me completely. You’re polite, even when you say no every time I try to take your picture. The thing is, if I don’t take enough pictures – and believe me, someone is counting them – then I’m going to get thrown off the ship on our next stop. I really want to get to Val Segas. I can’t afford to buy a ticket. Working my way there is my only hope.”

      I sighed. “I can’t afford to buy pictures of Singer, not even if I want them.”

      He shrugged. “You don’t have to buy anything. I’ll even give you a free standard print of your favorite picture from the session. Just come and let me take lots of pictures of Singer and a few of you with Singer.”

      “What’s the catch?”

      “You’ll have to let me use the pictures in my advertising, that’s all. I need better signs than the ones I have now.”

      I thought about the advertisement I’d seen between videos the other night. While the wedding and birthday party photos that Troy had used to showcase his work were all lovely, they did little to make me want to have him snap my photo while I was eating breakfast in the ship’s dining room.

      “I need some photos that I’ve taken on the Lady Elizabeth to properly advertise my talents,” Troy continued. “And I know you aren’t the only passenger traveling with an animal. If I can make Singer look as adorable and wonderful as I’m certain she is, maybe I’ll be able to persuade some of the other pet owners to have sessions with me.”

      I sighed. Since I’d acquired Singer in Alpha Sector, I’d taken probably over a thousand pictures of her using every bit of technology I had. None of them managed to capture how gorgeous she was, though. If Troy could get one nice picture of Singer, it would be worth the time and effort.

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” I said.

      “You will?” Troy sounded shocked. “I mean, great. Do you know where to find my studio?”

      “I didn’t even know you had a studio.”

      He grimaced. “That’s part of the problem. The other problem is that the studio is on B Deck. No one from A Deck wants to go down there for any reason.”

      “Except maybe the cake vending machine,” I joked.

      Troy laughed. “I must confess, I’ve had more than one slice of cake from that vending machine since I got onboard. I walk past the machine every day on my way up here to take pictures of the lovely men and women on A Deck.”

      “Are you staying on B Deck, too?”

      “Yeah, that’s where all the staff cabins are, but my studio is in one of the larger cabins. It’s not as large as an A Deck cabin, but it’s bigger than the cabin where I sleep.”

      “So where is the studio?”

      Troy gave me the cabin number before tapping on the comms unit on his wrist. “How about tomorrow at one?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I can do that.”

      He laughed. “It isn’t as if there’s anything else to do here. Twenty-six sectors of sailing on a luxury spaceship – I bet it sounded a lot more fun than it actually is.”

      “You can say that again. I’m using most of my time to work through a course on coding for computers, but I can spend only so many hours a day on that.”

      “I wish I was smart enough to do something like that. I’ve been taking pictures for decades now. But we can talk about that tomorrow. I need to get back to photographing the breakfast crowd.”

      He took a step away and then turned back and took my picture.

      “I had a fork halfway to my open mouth,” I complained.

      “I’m trying to take more candid shots. Some people seem to like them,” Troy said. Then he turned and walked away.

      As I ate the rest of my breakfast, I could hear him talking to people all around the room. A few agreed to smile for a picture or two, but I didn’t think anyone was actually interested in buying any of the photos. With nothing else to do, I watched Troy’s progress.

      He stopped at every table as he worked the room from left to right. It wasn’t until he was nearly all the way across the room that I saw him skip a table. The woman sitting there alone didn’t even acknowledge Troy’s presence as he walked past her table. When he reached the door, he turned around and did another walk-through, this time stopping only at tables where the occupants had changed since his first round.

      I waved to a friend of mine, Kelly Collins, as she walked into the room. She nodded and then pointed to the mech-bot that was leading her across the room. I laughed. Even after three complete sectors, no one argued with the mech-bots when it came to where to sit in the restaurant. As Kelly slid into her seat, she nodded at Troy. He looked flustered and then rushed past her table.

      “Do you need anything else?” the mech-bot asked me as I piled my empty plates onto the serving trolley that had randomly stopped at my table.

      “No, thank you,” I said.

      “Two slices of rainbow cake. One moment please,” the mech-bot replied.

      “I didn’t order…” I began, trailing off as the mech-bot flew away. I watched as he disappeared into the kitchen. As I stood up, he emerged again, carrying a tray.

      “Two slices of rainbow cake,” he said, putting the tray down on the table.

      I stared at the small boxes of cake. I hadn’t ordered them, but arguing with the mech-bot seemed like more trouble than it was worth. “Thanks,” I said, picking up the cake boxes.

      “Two slices of chocolate cake. Coming right up,” the mech-bot replied.

      As he flew away, I headed for the door, clutching my cake boxes. He caught me before I could leave.

      “Your cake,” he said, thrusting a tray toward me and humming loudly.

      I picked up the two boxes of chocolate cake and then nodded at him. He beeped several times before flying away. Balancing four boxes, I walked out of the restaurant and made my way back to my cabin.

      “I got cake,” I told Singer.

      She opened one eye and then shut it again before wiggling all over. As she settled back into her very fancy cat bed, I grabbed my study cube and tapped it on.

      “Lesson twenty-six,” it said.

      I ate one slice of rainbow cake when I got stuck on the first problem of the lesson. The first slice of chocolate was my reward for finally getting the code to run.

      “There are nine more problems in this lesson,” I told Singer. “I can’t eat eighteen more slices of cake today. I think I need to take a walk.”

      Singer jumped up and ran to the door. I didn’t do it very often, but once in a while, I’d take her with me on walks around the ship. She had a tiny collar and a leash, but she very much preferred it when I carried her from place to place in the palm of my hand. Unfortunately, doing so was against the rules. I slipped her collar on and then attached her leash.

      “At least pretend that you’re going to walk,” I whispered in her ear as I opened the door.

      Singer rushed out into the corridor and turned left. I followed more slowly, letting her run as far as the leash would allow. I expected her to get tired before we reached the corner, but she kept going for several feet past the next left turn. Then she sat down and began to mew quietly.

      I picked her up and snuggled her close as we completed the circuit of the entire deck. We didn’t see anyone as we walked. When we got back to the cabin, it was time for lunch. Having eaten two slices of cake since breakfast, I decided to skip lunch. I grabbed a nutrition bar from my emergency supplies and went back to work. By the time I’d finished all of the problems in the lesson, I was out of cake and not hungry for dinner, even though it was dinner time.

      “I was not a very responsible adult today,” I told Singer as I ate another nutrition bar. “I’ll do better tomorrow, mostly because I’m out of cake. How would you like to get your picture taken? Not by me, but by a real professional photographer?”

      When Singer shut her eyes, I sighed. “It’s going to be fun,” I told her. “And it’s something different. Never underestimate the value of doing something different on this ship. We’re only in our fourth sector. Do you know how many sectors we have to go? It’s a good thing we’re stopping again next sector. I’m getting a bit claustrophobic in here.”

      The next afternoon, as we took the elevator down to B Deck, I picked the conversation back up. “Imagine if we had to live down here,” I whispered to Singer as we walked out of the elevator. The corridor was badly lit, aside from the section with the row of vending machines. They were brightly illuminated with scrolling signs advertising their contents. As we walked past the machines, I noticed that they were all full except for the cake machine. There were only six slices of cake left in the cake machine.

      “Look how close together the cabins are,” I said to Singer as I tried to find Troy’s studio. “There are three times as many cabins in this corridor as there are on A Deck.”

      Singer wriggled in my palm, seemingly unconcerned about the living conditions on B Deck. I found the right door and knocked.

      “Ah, you’re here,” Troy said as the door slid open. “I wasn’t certain you’d turn up. I set everything up, though, just in case.”

      He stepped back to let us into the room. There were a few couches near the door. A pile of fluffy blankets was stacked on one of them. The other end of the room was set up like an old-fashioned photography studio. The large lights were like something I’d see on the screen. There was a huge camera on a tripod in between the lights. The camera was focused on a collection of different-sized boxes that had been stacked together in front of a white screen.

      “I wasn’t expecting all of this,” I said as I put Singer down. She walked a few inches away from me and then walked back and began to shout. As I picked her back up, Troy shrugged.

      “It’s mostly window dressing, but I want people to remember their session with me. I have tiny units that do the lights and the picture taking, but this setup gets better results, and it feels more like an experience for my clients.”

      “These look like museum pieces,” I said, gently touching one of the lights.

      “They’re modern reproductions with all of the best technology inside. Shall we get started?”

      He picked up one of the blankets and laid it across the stack of boxes. “Just put Singer on the top of the highest box,” he said.

      “Okay, behave,” I said to Singer. “This is your chance to be a star.”

      I put her down. She turned around a few times and then shook her head. We both watched as she carefully climbed down to the next highest box. Then she turned and stretched, her front paws reaching for the higher surface.

      “That’s great,” Troy said. “It’s a wonderful pose.” He went behind the camera. When the clicking started, Singer went through a dozen or more different poses, stopping each time to stare at the camera, a smug expression on her face. After half an hour, Troy stopped.

      “I have hundreds of amazing photos,” he said as I picked Singer up. “She’s a pro at this. I have cat treats. Can I give her one?”

      I nodded. “She’s earned it,” I said, scratching her gently under the chin.

      “Do you mind if I ask you how managed to get a SuperNex?” Troy asked as he poured a few treats into a small bowl. “They’re very expensive and very rare.”

      He put the bowl on the ground. I set Singer down next to it. As she started to munch her way through her reward, I sat down on the nearest couch.

      “Singer belonged to Allen Royce,” I told him.

      Troy stared at me blankly. “Was he a friend of yours?” he asked after a moment.

      “I forgot that you weren’t on the ship when we left Cenclare. Allen was, um, murdered before we even left the dock.”

      The color drained out of Troy’s face. “Murdered? On the Lady Elizabeth? Why didn’t I hear anything about this? Please don’t tell me that the killer is still on board. The killer was found, wasn’t he? Or she?”

      I nodded. “The killer was found. He’s being held on C Deck until we reach Val Segas.”

      “Why? Why wasn’t he dropped off on Odontotyrannos when you were there?”

      “I don’t know. Someone said something about intergalactic regulations.”

      “I’m still not clear on how you came to own Singer,”

      “Ah, I found the body. It wasn’t just me, though. I was with Colonel Jonathan Brazee. We found the body together.”

      “I didn’t realize that you and the Colonel were friends.”

      “We’d never met before, but we were on the elevator together when it stopped on C Deck. When the doors opened, we heard a noise. When we went to investigate, we found Allen’s body.”

      “And his cat, I assume.”

      “No, Singer had run away, but when she was found, the captain decided to give her to me.” That wasn’t exactly what had happened, but it was close enough, I thought.

      “Is that why you’re on A Deck?”

      I sighed. “Yeah. I was supposed to be on B Deck, but they upgraded me after I found the body.”

      “Cabins on A Deck are very expensive.”

      “I know, and I didn’t even pay for my cabin on B Deck. That was a gift from a very generous friend.”

      “Oh? That was kind of him or her. Passage on the Lady Elizabeth isn’t cheap, even on B Deck.”

      “I know.”

      “So now I know how you ended up on A Deck with a SuperNex, my next question is, why are you sailing to Val Segas?”

      “The short answer is that I lost my dead-end job in Cenclare and wanted to do something different with my life. I have friends who moved to Val Segas and started over. They’re really happy there. I just feel like I’ll have a lot more opportunities there than I had on Cenclare.”

      Troy smiled. “Don’t believe the hype. Credits don’t fall from the sky on Val Segas. Oh, there are opportunities there, but there are opportunities everywhere in the galaxy. You’re still going to have to work hard on Val Segas, and you’re going to have to be extra careful. There are a lot of people on Val Segas who make their money by scamming other people.”

      “So why are you so eager to go there?”

      “I used to have big dreams,” Troy said with a sigh. “I didn’t always want to be a photographer. I wanted to be a journalist, chasing down the most important stories in the galaxy. As soon as I left school, I went to Val Segas. That’s where everything happens, or so it seemed to me, coming from a small, insignificant planet on the left edge of the galaxy.”

      “So you used to live in Val Segas?”

      “I lived there for a long time. When I arrived, I went to every news station on the planet, offering to work for mincred at any job they’d be willing to give me.”

      “I can’t imagine trying to live on Val Segas on minimum credit wages.”

      “Try living on Val Segas on no wages at all. That’s what I was doing. Eventually, though, one of the news stations gave me a job. They made me the assistant to one of the camera runners. We used to go out and chase news stories, trying to get video of whatever happened before anyone else could get there.”

      “Don’t camera runners cause something like a dozen personal transport crashes a day on Val Segas?”

      “It’s not that many and it’s never deliberate, although every camera runner I know has taken video of every crash he or she has ever caused. But it is dangerous work. You’re always trying to rush across the planet and get somewhere before anyone else. After a hundred crashes, I decided to change jobs. The company needed a photographer for its static division. No one wanted the job because the pay was horrible, the hours were dreadful, and it was a dead end. I took it. After a year, I started taking on side jobs. After another year, I quit the day job and started doing photography full-time.”

      “And then you left Val Segas?”

      “Do you know how many people get married on Val Segas every year?”

      “Millions, probably.”

      “Yeah, and over time, I became the planet’s most popular wedding photographer. I was covering two or three weddings a day, every day. And I hated every minute of it.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah. I hate weddings. I hate happy couples. I hate flowers and families and fancy clothes. One day I woke up and realized that I didn’t want to do it any longer. I had plenty of credits in the bank, so I started traveling. By the time I reached Odontotyrannos, I was out of money, though.”

      “When was that?”

      “About two years ago. I thought it would be easy enough to restart my business, but it turns out no one comes to Odontotyrannos to get married. Odontotyrannos is all about shopping, and no one wants pictures of themselves shopping.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “I suppose I can, too, but it made it difficult for me to find work.”

      “So what did you do?”

      “I took lots of odd jobs while applying to anything in space travel that I thought might get me back to Val Segas. When InmonCorp offered me this job, I grabbed it quick.”

      “So you’re going back to Val Segas and restarting your business?”

      “No. I’m going back to Val Segas to find work as a journalist. I just need a really big news story to break here, on the Lady Elizabeth, before we reach Val Segas.”

      “I can’t talk about Allen Royce’s murder,” I said quickly.

      Troy waved a hand. “That happened three sectors ago. It isn’t news any longer. But you know Jonathan Brazee. What can you tell me about the croccigators on board the Lady Elizabeth?”
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