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ONE
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 had been very excited to learn that a photographer 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 three 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 at 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 had 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 for 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 came aboard. 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 at least a few of 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 device 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’ll 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 computer coding, 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 only stopping 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 to a table on the other side of 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 it disappeared into the kitchen. As I stood up, it emerged again, carrying a tray.

“Two slices of rainbow cake,” it 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 it flew away, I headed for the door, clutching my cake boxes. It caught me before I could leave.

“Your cake,” it said, thrusting a tray toward me and humming loudly.

I picked up the two boxes of chocolate cake and then nodded at it. It beeped several times before flying away. Balancing the 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 the 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. All animals on board had to walk on a leash in public areas. 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 metfeet 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 the meal. 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.”
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The next afternoon, as we walked out of the elevator on B Deck, I shook my head. “Imagine if we had to live down here,” I whispered to Singer as I looked around. 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 that 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 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 centinches 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 small multi-use units that do the lights and the picture taking all in one, 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 how you 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. After 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 that 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 making 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 for 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 the Lady Elizabeth?”


TWO


“Croccigators?” I repeated.

Troy nodded. “I know they’re here somewhere. I was told they were roaming loose on C Deck, but maybe they aren’t, not if someone is staying down there.”

“Two someones,” I said.

“Two?”

“Two people were murdered right after we left Cenclare. The bodies weren’t found until we reached Beta Sector, though. The man who killed them is also being held on C Deck until we reach Val Segas.”

“I’m sure it’s an interesting story, but again, it happened too long ago. I need to break a story today. If I can find the croccigators and get a few pictures of them, I’ll be able to get a job with any news station in the galaxy.”

“Why?”

“For a start, because transporting croccigators on a passenger ship is against a ton of galactic regulations. If I can produce proof that InmonCorp is knowingly transporting croccigators on their biggest, newest, most expensive passenger ship, the story will go universal. And it’s just possible that it might get InmonCorp into some trouble as well. And everyone on every planet out there would love to see everyone in the Inmon family go to prison.”

“Shawn is on the ship.”

“Yeah, I know. I was told not to go anywhere near him, should he happen to decide to have a meal in the restaurant or otherwise be wandering around the ship’s public spaces.”

“I’d be more wary of his assistant, Jerry Weible.”

“Oh? How long has he worked for Shawn? I knew a Jerry Weible once. I wonder if it’s the same guy.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s been on the Lady Elizabeth since we left Cenclare. That’s all I know.”

“Let’s take a few pictures of you with Singer,” Troy said. “Let me move the boxes. I’ll give you a chair to sit in. Singer can sit on your lap.”

A few minutes later, we both realized that Singer wasn’t interested in having her picture taken with me. She sat on my lap with her back to the camera and refused to turn around. Eventually, Troy started to laugh.

“She’s very stubborn, isn’t she?” he asked as he tried to sneak around behind me to get a picture while Singer slowly moved with him so that her back was always to the camera.

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t mind not being in the photos with her. I just hope you got a few nice ones of her.”

“I know I did. I’ll give you digital copies of everything I took if you tell me what you know about the croccigators.”

“I don’t know anything about them.” Jonathan had once mentioned, in passing, that there were some on the ship, but I didn’t know if he was serious or not. Whatever, I wasn’t going to repeat that to Troy.

“I need you to ask Colonel Brazee about them, then.”

“Even if he knows something, he isn’t going to tell me.”

“He might. It’s worth a try. If you don’t want to ask him yourself, set up a meeting for me with the man. I’ll ask him.”

“I don’t know him all that well.” Which was true, even if we had spent quite a lot of time together trying to work through three different murder investigations. I knew he was smart, but he never talked about himself. And when we weren’t caught up in a murder investigation, I never saw him.

“I have some wonderful pictures of Singer here. I’d love to share them with you.”

“And you know I can’t afford to buy them.”

“All I need is an introduction to the man. I’ve never seen him in the ship’s public areas. He didn’t respond when I invited everyone on A Deck to book private photo sessions. Just introduce me. If he rolls his eyes and walks away, I’ll still give you the digital pictures.”

I was tempted, but my friendship with Jonathan, odd as it was, was more important than a few digital pictures.

“What makes you think there are croccigators on the ship?”

Troy grinned. “Everyone on B Deck knows that there are croccigators on the ship. I was warned the day I arrived not to wander around the corridors late at night. The croccigators need lots of exercise.”

“Are you suggesting that croccigators are being walked around B Deck late at night?”

“I’ve heard them myself.”

“I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I very much doubt it was croccigators. Even if there were some on the ship, the crew wouldn’t be exercising them on a deck full of passengers. C Deck is almost entirely empty. There’s plenty of room there to exercise the beasts.”

“Unless C Deck is too much of a construction zone for it to be safe for the reptiles.”

I started to reply, but Troy made a good point. C Deck was still a construction zone. And croccigators were valuable animals. If there was a chance that one might get injured on C Deck, someone might have decided to find a safer place for them to get their needed exercise.

“If they couldn’t use C Deck, they’d probably use the crew deck,” I said eventually.

“Unless most of the crew don’t know that the ship is carrying contraband and deadly cargo.”

“If everyone on B Deck knows, the crew must know.”

Troy laughed. “Do you know how many crew members work on B Deck?”

“I’ve no idea.”

“One. And he only comes down here once a week to check in with us. The rest of the time, we only have mech-bots to meet our needs. For the most part, they do a good job, but it isn’t like having actual crew to help us. That’s probably why so many rumors get started down here. The croccigators rumor is the one that’s most believable, though.”

“What other rumors have you heard?”

“Oh, the usual things you hear on long-distance spaceships. One of the men in the cabin next door to mine is convinced that the people on B Deck are only here to provide food for the people on A Deck. He reckons that once we get deeper into space, B Deck passengers are going to start disappearing and being fed to A Deck passengers.”

I shuddered. “What a horrible thought.”

“It is horrible, but you can understand why someone might think it.”

“I’m surprised he doesn’t think that B Deck passengers are going to get fed to the croccigators.”

“Oh, he thinks that, too,” Troy said. “He also thinks that we’re part of a giant laboratory experiment involving deprivation.”

“Deprivation? What do you mean?”

“It’s all to do with the cake vending machine. It gets refilled several times a day, but he’s convinced that as we go further into deep space, they’re going to stop filling it as regularly. He reckons by the time we get to Val Segas, at least one person is going to get murdered over a slice of cake.”

“Surely not. I love cake, but I’d never kill anyone to get it.”

“Maybe you’d feel different if you were staying in a tiny cabin on B Deck with no one to talk to except the mech-bot who comes and cleans your cabin every other day. There are people down here who use those slices of cake to get through their long and tedious days. There was a fist fight over the last slice of chocolate the other night.”

I sighed. “It’s just cake. People need to try to get along. We’ve a lot of sectors to go.”

“There are a lot of rumors about A Deck, too.”

“What sort of rumors?”

“Mostly, they are to do with how much nicer it is on A Deck than here. Because most of the people down here aren’t allowed on A Deck, they let their imaginations run wild.”

“I thought everyone on the ship was allowed to go anywhere they wanted – well, aside from crew-only areas.”

“B Deck passengers are strongly discouraged from visiting A Deck. Even if they do manage to sneak up there, they can’t access any of the amenities there. Every room is locked, and if you aren’t staying on A Deck, you can’t get inside any of them.”

“But surely you have amenities down here, too.”

Troy shrugged. “Rumor has it that A Deck has multiple lounges, including one with hyper-floatation couches.”

“That’s true.”

“Great. That’s probably where the super-wealthy guests go when they want to relax. And I can’t get inside to take their pictures.”

“Every time I go in there, it’s empty. Most of the lounges and other spaces on A Deck are rarely used.”

“That’s because your cabins are actually big enough that you don’t get claustrophobic just sitting in your room.”

“Maybe.”

“Is it true that you have a small amusement park up there?”

I laughed. “No, we don’t have any such thing.”

“What about the multilevel pool?”

“Nope.”

“How about a climate simulation room with real live plants?”

“We do have one of those, but it’s usually closed.”

“Seriously? You have a climate simulation room?”

I nodded. “But there’s supposed to be one on B Deck, too. I remember reading about it in the brochure. According to that, there’s a climate simulation room on every deck.”

Troy made a face. “Oh, we have one. Want to see it?”

“Sure. Why not? I love the one on A Deck, but I rarely get to use it.”

Troy did a few things on his computer before he walked to the door. “It’s not far away,” he said as I picked up Singer and followed him into the corridor. “Be prepared to be disappointed.”

We walked halfway down the hall before Troy stopped and tapped on a door with his comms. The door slowly slid halfway open. Troy sighed and gave the door a hard shove. It clicked several times before opening a few more centinches. He looked at me and then turned sideways and squeezed himself through the opening. I followed suit.

“Good afternoon, morning, afternoon, morning, good,” the mech-bot behind the desk said.

“Good afternoon,” Troy replied. “We want to visit the climate simulation room.”

“I need to scan for your cabin numbers,” the mech-bot replied. “The climate simulation room on B Deck is available for all passengers, of course, but preference is given to B Deck residents and visitors from A Deck. If you are currently sailing with us and staying on C Deck, we suggest that you visit the climate simulation room on that deck instead.”

Troy looked at me. “See? I can’t imagine what conditions are going to be like on C Deck, if they ever finish it. Those poor people will have even smaller cabins and even fewer amenities.”

He held out his wrist to the bot. It scanned his comms and then hummed several times.

“Welcome, Troy Dyffryn. You may enter.”

The door behind the bot slid open. I held up my comms, ready to be scanned. The mech-bot ignored me.

“Just come on,” Troy said. “If you wait for the bot to reset, you’ll miss dinner.”

I hesitated, not wanting to break the rules. The bot clicked and hummed before a small stream of smoke began to escape from the top of its head.

“Let’s go,” Troy said, pulling on my arm.

We walked into the next room. The door slid shut behind us immediately. I looked around. Piles of soil seemed to be everywhere. A few small plant shoots were sticking out at odd angles from one or two of the piles. A tiny stream curved its way around the small room. The water in the stream was a murky brown color.

“How much nicer is the one on A Deck?” Troy asked.

“It’s a lot nicer,” I replied. “It’s full of trees and flowers, and the water isn’t brown, either.”

“C Deck probably has a room with a single plant pot in the center of it,” Troy muttered as we strolled along the walking path beside the stream.

“This is better than nothing. If I were staying on B Deck, I’d be in here a lot.”

“It is better than nothing, but most of the passengers on B Deck seem quite happy to stay in their rooms or sit in our one and only lounge. I’ve never met anyone else in here.”

As soon as Troy finished speaking, the door slid open. I waved as a man I knew walked into the room. His large dog, Stanley, followed him, stopping to sniff something in the doorway.

“Ms. Dunn. Good afternoon,” Craig Martelle said.

“Good afternoon,” I replied.

“You two know each other?” Troy asked. “I mean, Diana, introduce me to your friend.”

I frowned. “I wouldn’t call him a friend, exactly,” I began, stopping as Craig laughed openly at me.

“Thank you,” he said.

“I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that we barely know one another.”

“Meroow,” Singer said, jumping out of my hand and onto Stanley’s back.

“Woof,” Stanley said.

“He could eat her in one bite,” Craig said.

“But he won’t,” I replied with more confidence than I felt.

Singer jumped off Stanley and onto the path. She “meowed” several times at the much larger animal. He stared at her until she stopped.

“Woof,” he said again.

Singer turned and slowly began to walk away. Stanley tried to follow, but Craig had a firm grip on Stanley’s leash.

“All animals are supposed to be leashed when outside of their cabins,” Craig said.

“Her leash is in Troy’s studio. I forgot to grab it when we came down here.”

Craig shrugged. “I’ll keep Stanley in check so he doesn’t eat your cat.”

“He wouldn’t. They’re friends.”

“Introduce me,” Troy said.

I sighed. “Major Craig Martelle, this is Troy Dyff..”

“I know who he is,” Craig interrupted. “And I don’t use my rank.”

“Major Martelle, it’s a real honor to meet you,” Troy said. “I’d love five minutes of your time to ask you a few questions.”

Craig shook his head. “I don’t answer questions.”

“Understood, understood,” Troy said. “I know quite a few of the passengers are considerably worried about the croccigators. I suppose, being former Space Corps, that you aren’t concerned.”

“Croccigators?” Craig repeated.

“I’ve been told they’re being given exercise in the corridors late at night.”

Craig frowned and took a step closer to Troy. “If I were you, I’d make sure I wasn’t spreading ridiculous rumors around the ship. You’re here to do a job. Do it. And keep your mouth shut.”

Before Troy could reply, Craig turned on his heel and marched away. Stanley looked as if he was going to protest, but after a glance at his master’s face, Stanley quietly followed him to the door.

“That was a threat,” Troy said.

I shrugged. “Maybe he just meant it as a warning.”

“Why is he here?”

“I’ve no idea.”

“He made a fortune in Space Corps and then turned his fortune into even more credits after he retired. He should be up on A Deck with Colonel Brazee. They worked together for a number of years. They should be great friends.”

They don’t act like friends, I thought, biting my tongue.

“Still, judging from the major’s reaction, there’s something to the croccigator rumors. I need to investigate more.”

“Or you could do what Craig said and simply do your job,” I suggested as we finished our circuit of the room.

“Doing my job isn’t going to get me a journalist position when we get to Val Segas. I’m getting older. This is probably my last chance to do what I’ve always wanted to do. I just need one picture, and I’ll be set. Every news organization on the planet will want me.”

“But you could get hurt.”

“I know how to be careful. I just need to think. Let’s go back to my cabin.”

I found Singer curled up on a rock that was bathed in artificial sunlight. She frowned at me when I picked her up. Troy was silent on the walk back to his studio.

“If you were going to hide croccigators on the Lady Elizabeth, where would you put them?” he asked once we were back in the small room.

“Surely they should be in the cargo hold.”

“That would be the safest place to put them. The cargo hold has multilevel security, but you can’t keep live animals down there. The temperature fluctuations would kill just about everything. Besides, croccigators need to be fed once in a while, and they need exercise daily. The cargo hold is too difficult to access on a daily basis.”

“Maybe they are on C Deck, then.”

“So I just need to find a way to get to C Deck.”

“The elevators used to sometimes stop there by mistake.”

“I’ve never had that happen to me. I use the elevators every day and they always just take me from B to A or A to B.”

“They were less reliable on departure day, but then people were going from the arrivals area to their cabins.”

“Maybe I should try going down to arrivals once in a while.”

“I think you should just take pictures.”

“That’s the plan. Just one good picture of a croccigator. Maybe I’m overthinking this, though. If the beasts are actually being walked in the corridors down here late at night, I just need to open my door the next time I hear one go past.”

I sighed. “Please be careful.”

“I’m always careful.”

“Thank you for the photo session,” I said as I walked toward the door.

“Give me a few days to go through the pictures. I’ll pick out the best, and then you can choose one to be made into a print.”

“Do you want me to make an appointment to come back?”

Troy laughed. “Yes, let’s do that. Because you never know. I might get busy.” He tapped on his comms. “Not tomorrow. That doesn’t give me enough time. How about the next morning at eight?”

“That’s early.”

“I can do nine if that’s better.”

“No, let’s do eight. I sleep in most days, and I shouldn’t. It will be good to need to get out of bed early for once.”

“I’ll see you the day after tomorrow, then.”

I cuddled Singer as I walked to the elevators. The cake vending machine had been refilled, and for a moment I was tempted by the vanilla cake with sprinkles. I still hadn’t been back to the restaurant since I’d left with four slices of cake, though. Hoping that the mech-bot might make a similar mistake again at dinner, I skipped the vending machine and went back to A Deck. Of course, that evening the mech-bots behaved perfectly. I did have a slice of vanilla cake for dessert but left the restaurant empty-handed.

The next day was uneventful. I worked on my coding course, ate in the restaurant without being given any extra cake, and spent far too long cuddling Singer and wondering how the pictures were going to look. When my alarm went off the next day, I was momentarily disoriented.

“Why did I set an alarm?” I asked, looking around my dark cabin. When I remembered the pictures, I almost just rolled over and went back to sleep. It wasn’t as if Troy was going to refuse to show them to me if I turned up an hour late.

“You promised,” I muttered under my breath as I got out of bed. After a quick shower, I threw on some clothes and then headed down to B Deck, my eyelids still feeling heavy. Singer had been fast asleep in her bed when I scooped her up and slid her into my pocket. It wasn’t until I was in the elevator that I thought about coffee. It would have helped, but it was too late now.

B Deck felt oddly deserted as I stepped off the elevator. I’d only walked a few steps when I spotted the first drops of red liquid.

“Someone must be painting his or her cabin,” I said unconvincingly as I turned the corner. The red drops were larger, but the trail went off in a different direction. I decided to ignore them and continued walking to Troy’s studio. No one answered my knock. I sighed as I read the sign on the door that gave Troy’s cabin number.

“I don’t want to go and knock there,” I muttered as I turned around. “I made it here for eight. He should have done the same.”

When I realized that Troy’s cabin was down the corridor where the trail of red drops went, I should have just turned around and gone back to A Deck. Instead, I followed the trail. Troy was lying in a pool of blood just outside the door to his cabin. I stared at him, desperate for any signs of life, while I tried not to scream.
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“Meroow?” Singer said, peeking out of my pocket.

I blinked several times before slowly starting to back away from Troy. “I think he’s breathing,” I said, feeling unable to think.

“Meeeeeeooooowwww,” Singer shouted.

I looked down at her. She was staring hard at the emergency button right outside Troy’s door. I blew out a breath and then pushed the button. For a moment, nothing happened. A second later, though, a loud alarm began to ring.

“Emergency! Emergency! Emergency!” a mechanical voice said over the ship’s public address system. “All cabin doors are now locked. Please remain in your cabin while the emergency is contained. Security has been dispatched to the emergency location.”

Singer pulled her head back and slid back down into my pocket. I watched Troy for a moment longer, feeling slightly reassured as I saw his chest rise and fall. I found myself staring, almost mesmerized at the bright pink flamingos all over Troy’s yellow pajamas. Several of them were torn and covered in blood, but others looked cheerfully out of place under the circumstances. Then I turned my back to Troy and took a few shaky breaths. The loud announcement kept repeating itself. In a pause between repeats, I heard someone trying to open a cabin door from the inside.

“It is locked,” a man’s voice shouted. “I don’t know what we’re going to do about breakfast,” he added a short while later. After a few seconds of silence, he shouted again. “Come and try it yourself if you don’t believe me.”

I wandered closer to the door, curious if I would hear the door being tried again or not. Before anything happened in the cabin, though, I heard a different sound. The loud beeping noise suggested the approach of a mech-bot. I walked back toward Troy as I waited for the bot to arrive.

“Ah, good morning.”

I didn’t recognize the woman who was rushing toward me. She was carrying a medical kit. Before she reached me, a medical mech-bot crashed into the wall behind her. It bounced backward and then wobbled for a moment before it resumed following the woman.

“Did you push the emergency button?” she asked me.

I nodded and gestured toward Troy.

“My goodness. He’s in a bad way, isn’t he?” she asked.

“You’re going to help him, aren’t you?” I asked.

The woman frowned. Her dark brown hair was long and liberally streaked with grey. Her loose ponytail appeared to have been tied back with a piece of string. She was wearing an oversized T-shirt with a long skirt and sandals. Every time she moved, what looked like clumps of animal fur seemed to drift off her.

I frowned. “You are the new medical assistant, aren’t you?”

“Yes, of course. I’m Linda Boulanger, and I’m here to help. I’m just not entirely certain what to do.”

“What did they teach when you did your medical training?” I asked.

Linda flushed. “Um, I didn’t, that is, I, er…”

“Maybe the mech-bot could help,” I suggested.

Linda beamed. “That’s a great idea. Mech-bot, do something.”

The bot whirred and flashed and then advanced toward me. “Where does it hurt?” it asked as its mechanical arms reached for me.

“Not me! Him!” I shouted, backing away and pointing toward Troy.

The bot stopped. “He is badly injured. He appears to have been bitten repeatedly by a large animal. He is bleeding badly and will die in approximately three minutes if not given prompt medical attention.”

“So help him!” I shouted.

The mech-bot seemed to jump. “He needs prompt medical attention,” it said, moving closer to Troy. “He might need a transfusion. He needs surgery to repair the damage from being bitten repeatedly.”

“Where’s Becca?” I asked Linda.

She tapped a number on her comms.

“Hello?” The sleepy voice seemed to fill the corridor.

“Becca? It’s Linda. I need you on B Deck right away. The mech-bot thinks the patient is going to bleed out in another two minutes.”

Becca’s shouted curse word was cut off as Linda tapped the device to end the call.

“She should be here soon,” Linda said.

I nodded. The mech-bot was hovering over Troy, humming quietly. Every few seconds, it would tap on Troy’s arm.

“What is it doing?” I asked.

Linda shrugged. “I think it’s trying to repair the wounds, but I don’t know that it’s been programmed properly.”

A minute later, I heard a loud crashing noise. Linda and I moved out of the way as Becca Syme, the ship’s chief medical officer, came rushing down the corridor, pushing an emergency gurney. It bounced off the walls as it moved left and right but never in a straight line.

“What happened?” she demanded as she stopped the gurney next to Troy.

“I have no idea. I was supposed to meet him at eight to look at the pictures he took of Singer, but he wasn’t in his studio. The sign on the door said to look for him here,” I blurted out.

Becca nodded. “There’s a trail of blood in the corridor. You could have just followed that.”

“I was hoping it was just paint or something.”

Becca tapped on her comms. The mech-bot stopped poking Troy and moved until it was centered over his body. Then it lowered a dozen or more arms and slowly lifted the unconscious man, taking care to support his head, neck, and limbs. Becca lowered the gurney until it was only centinches above the ground and then slid it under Troy. When she tapped on her comms again, the mech-bot lowered Troy onto the gurney.

“Analysis,” Becca snapped.

The mech-bot whirred. “He needs blood and liquids. Many of his wounds need to be glued shut. None of his wounds punctured anything important. Blood loss is the most significant danger to his life. He also has a serious head injury that could leave him unconscious for hours or even days.”

“I’m going to have to take him to the medical unit for treatment,” Becca said. “I’ll send a crew down here to clean up the mess.”

“What about pictures?” I asked.

“Now isn’t the time to be worried about pictures of your cat,” Becca snapped.

“I didn’t mean those pictures. I meant pictures of the crime scene.”

Becca frowned. “Crime scene?”

“Troy was attacked.”

“I’m not really worried about that right now. I’d much rather save his life than worry about how he got into this condition.”

“But if there is a large animal on the ship that’s attacking guests, we all need to know about it,” I argued.

“I’ll send a full report to the captain. Feel free to take a few pictures of the blood in the corridor if you feel they’re necessary. I need to go.”

Becca began to push the gurney back down the corridor. Again, it bounced off the walls as it went, but she managed to get it around the corner eventually. The mech-bot followed. It, too, bounced off the walls as it went.

I could hear them crashing back and forth on their way to the elevators as I started taking a few pictures with my comms. Linda watched for a minute before she spoke.

“Why are you taking pictures? What did you mean when you said crime scene?”

“Someone attacked Troy,” I replied as I walked closer to where Troy had been lying.

“Not someone. Something. If I had to guess, I’d guess a croccigator, except that’s impossible on a spaceship, isn’t it?”

“What makes you think it was a croccigator?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady while my heart was racing.

Linda shrugged. “I used to work for a veterinary hospital. We treated a surprising number of animals after croccigator attacks. No one wanted to believe that the beasts were out there, but they definitely were.”

“On Cenclare?”

“No, on Odontotyrannos.”

“There are croccigators on Odontotyrannos? Where?”

“There are some in the zoo. The practice where I worked used to have shared responsibility for the zoo animals as well as working with individual pets. We didn’t take care of everything at the zoo, though, just certain species. We weren’t responsible for the croccigators.”

“But those croccigators weren’t attacking peoples’ pets.”

“No, of course not. There are also wild croccigators on Odontotyrannos.”

“Where? I was there. There wasn’t any wildlife anywhere on the planet. I tried to get outside. The closest I could come was a dusty field next to a construction site.”

Linda nodded. “The planet is covered in buildings and walkways, but underneath all of those structures is a vast network of pipes and cables and tunnels and all of the necessary infrastructure that is needed to keep the planet running.”

“And there are croccigators living in the tunnels?”

I must have sounded skeptical because Linda frowned. “No one wants to believe it. I didn’t want to believe it. But I saw the animals that were brought into our clinic. I saw the bite marks. I heard the stories about the animals that disappeared, too.”

“Disappeared?”

“We told all of our owners to never, ever let their animals roam freely. Most people were very responsible pet owners, but there were a few who thought their cats should be allowed to go wherever they wanted. Those cats usually disappeared within a week.”

“Maybe they’re the ones living in the tunnels,” I suggested.

“Cats don’t rip limbs off large dogs,” Linda told me.

I shivered. “I’m glad I didn’t know about the croccigators when I was on Odontotyrannos.”

“You were perfectly safe from them, as long as you stayed out of the maintenance areas.”

“How did they get there?”

“Have you ever seen a baby croccigator?”

“Yes, at the zoo on Cenclare.”

“Wasn’t it adorable?”

I thought back. “I suppose that’s one word for it. It was very tiny. So small that it was hard to believe that it would one day grow to over twenty metfeet long. The one I saw was only about six centinches long. It had a tiny pointy snout, and it hadn’t grown any teeth yet.”

“They don’t start getting teeth for over a year. And they grow very slowly. A baby croccigator isn’t much more than twelve centinches on its first birthday.”

“On our zoo tour, they told us that baby croccigators eat nothing but fruit for their first three years.”

Linda nodded. “All of which makes them a tempting pet.”

“Not to me.”

“Me neither, but a lot of people love them. At three, when their first teeth are finally fully established and they start craving meat, they stop being so fun and wonderful, though. That’s when people typically turn them over to zoos or return them to the wild.”

“Can they survive in the wild if they’ve been a pet up to that point?”

“Oh, yes, they’re surprisingly intelligent creatures. They don’t have any trouble surviving on their own if they’re returned to the right environment.”

“I can’t imagine anywhere on Odontotyrannos being the right environment.” As I spoke, I followed the trail of blood back along the corridors. Linda walked with me, watching as I took several pictures, even though the blood was now badly smeared after Linda, Becca, and the gurney had all walked through it.

“The problem on Odontotyrannos is that many of its residents have more money than sense. Baby croccigators were all the rage a few years ago. Every spoiled teenager on the planet got one, and most of the teens were bored with their gators within weeks. The zoo got flooded with tiny reptiles. Eventually, it had to start turning them down. All people had to do with the creatures is ship them to another planet, but I don’t think most people could be bothered. Instead of shipping them somewhere, they simply opened the front door and let the animals wander away, across the fake grass in front of their buildings.”

“I’m surprised people didn’t get attacked.”

“A three-year-old croccigator isn’t going to attack a person. It’s going to start hunting rats and merbils and maybe michillas. Except none of those animals exist on Odontotyrannos. So, the little gators found their way into the tunnels until they found the garbage collection sites where they could eat their fill of the piles and piles of food waste that gets dumped every day on the planet. There, they grew larger and larger and more and more aggressive. I suspect they’d attack people now, given the opportunity. Fortunately, the garbage collection sites are run entirely by mech-bots. No one who works on the planet is dumb enough to go down there now. Pets, though, aren’t always as cautious.”

“And you think it looked as if Troy was attacked by a croccigator?”

“The teeth marks are very distinctive, but, of course, there aren’t any croccigators on the Lady Elizabeth. Galactic regulations prohibit transporting dangerous animals on passenger vessels.”

I nodded. “So if it wasn’t a croccigator, what attacked Troy? And why?”

Linda shrugged. “I suppose we’ll have to wait until he wakes up to find out the answers to those questions.”

“If he wakes up.”

“Oh, don’t say that. He’ll be fine. He’s getting the finest medical treatment available in space. Becca is brilliant, and she has a team of medical mech-bots and medi-surgeons at her disposal. Troy will be just fine in a week or so, assuming his head injury isn’t catastrophic.”

“Did it sound very serious?”

“Yes?” She made the word a question. “I don’t know a lot about head injuries, but the mech-bot did say that it was significant. There isn’t a lot that can be done for head injuries, either. Even the best medical mech-bots in the universe can’t reverse brain damage.”

I sighed as I heard the elevator doors open. Two cleaning bots rushed out. The first immediately began to wipe away the drops of blood. The second followed the first, spraying sterilizing liquid everywhere. Linda and I were quick to move out of the way.

The emergency announcement had stopped eventually, replaced by soft music. I jumped when the music suddenly stopped.

“The emergency has been contained,” an announcement said. “Passengers on A Deck may exit their cabins and continue with their day. We apologize for the inconvenience. Passengers on B Deck are asked to please remain in their cabins for a short while longer. Passengers on C Deck are confined to their cabins indefinitely.”

Linda frowned. “I didn’t think there were any passengers on C Deck.”

I thought about explaining, but I was suddenly exhausted. “Ask Becca about C Deck,” I suggested as I walked toward the elevators. “She can explain.”

“What are you going to do now?” Linda asked as I pushed the call button.

“I’m going to my cabin. I might lie down for a short while.”

“That’s probably a good idea. I can give you something to help you sleep if you think you need it.”

“No, thank you. I’ll be okay.”

Linda touched my arm. “You’ve had a bad shock. Finding someone badly injured in that way must have upset you. I’m certain nothing as traumatic has ever happened to you before.”

I sighed. “Ask Becca about that, too,” I said. The elevator arrived with a quiet “ping.”

Linda stared at me as I walked into the car.

“Are you staying here?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “I suppose I should go up and help Becca, although I’ve no idea what I could actually do. Maybe I’d better stay down here and keep the B Deck medical clinic open.”

“You run the B Deck medical clinic?”

“I do. And I know what you’re thinking. No, I don’t actually have any medical training, but I was a veterinary assistant for years. And I have a very sophisticated medical mech-bot who handles most of the work. It isn’t ideal, but until I arrived, there wasn’t any medical assistance available on B Deck at all.”

I nodded. “I’m sure you’re doing your best.”

“I truly am.”

I smiled at her as the door slowly slid shut. She’d looked so earnest that I had to believe that the passengers on B Deck were much better off. As the elevator car slowly rose, I leaned against the wall and sighed.

“Merow,” Singer said.

I jumped. “I hadn’t forgotten that you were in there,” I lied as Singer stuck her head out of the pocket on the side where I’d been leaning. “You’re okay, aren’t you?”

She glared at me for a second and then dropped back into the pocket.

“I’m a terrible cat mother,” I muttered as I walked out of the elevator.

I walked quickly, not wanting to talk to anyone about what had happened on B Deck. Luckily, I didn’t see a single person on my short walk. Inside my cabin, I put Singer down and then took off my clothes and threw them into the cleaning unit. While they were being thoroughly washed and decontaminated, I took a very hot shower. Once I was dressed again, I stretched out on my bed and closed my eyes.

All I could see was Troy’s crumpled body on the floor in front of his cabin. After three seconds, I gave up and climbed into my game chamber. Two minutes later, I was walking down a city street, looking for Xonto. It was a silly children’s game of hide and seek, really. The missing man was always wearing a bright red cowboy hat, which made him almost too easy to find. I made it through the first ten levels in just a handful of minutes. The next level was a bit more difficult. As I wandered through a large and very crowded shopping mall, I realized that I was crying.

Tapping on my comms, I turned off the game and stepped out of the game chamber. I hadn’t spent much time gaming since I’d been on the ship. I’d been too busy trying to learn how to code games myself. Playing had been fun, but it hadn’t been enough of a distraction. I was wiping my eyes as another announcement began.

“The emergency has been fully contained. There is no danger to anyone on the ship. All decks are now fully cleared. We hope all passengers will enjoy the remainder of the day and we apologize for any inconvenience. In unrelated news, no passenger photographs will be taken today or tomorrow. If you have a photography session scheduled with the ship’s photographer, please check the studio schedule on your comms and make a new appointment for later in the sector.”

“Unrelated news,” I muttered. “Yeah, right.”

Feeling as if I wanted to cry again, I flopped back down on my bed. Singer walked up and snuggled against my neck. I sighed as I rubbed her head. “He’s going to be okay,” I whispered before I drifted off to sleep.

The loud banging noise made both Singer and me jump. When I looked at the clock, I realized that I’d been asleep for almost an hour. Another knock on the door made me jump again.

“Who could that be?” I asked.

Singer jumped off the bed and ran to the door, which told me everything I needed to know. She loved Jonathan Brazee and always got excited when he visited. I assumed that she could smell him through the door, but maybe it was just his aggressive knock that let her know who was outside.

As he knocked again, I crossed the room and hit the switch to open the door. Jonathan grinned at me.

“At least this time the victim is still alive,” he said. “For now, anyway.”
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“Have you heard how Troy is doing?” I asked as I stepped back to let Jonathan into my cabin.

“He’s still unconscious, but he’s had a transfusion with synthetic blood. That will go a long way toward his recovery.”

Jonathan sat down in the chair nearest the door. Singer quickly climbed into his lap and began to purr as he stroked her back. I sat down opposite the pair.

“He needs to wake up and tell us what happened.”

“Someone tried to kill him.”

I sighed. “It couldn’t have been an accident?”

“Definitely not.”

“Was he really attacked by a croccigator?”

Jonathan chuckled. “Who has put that idea into your head?”

“Linda, the medical assistant, said that the injuries on Troy looked like croccigator bites.”

“Passenger ships aren’t permitted to transport dangerous wildlife.”

“You were the one who told me that there were croccigators on the Lady Elizabeth.”

“Did I? It doesn’t really matter. If there were croccigators on the ship, they’d be tucked away somewhere very secure. They wouldn’t be prowling the corridors on B Deck.”

“Maybe Troy went looking for them and found them.”

“And then dragged himself back to his cabin?”

“Maybe. Although the blood trail started in the middle of one of the corridors, not by the elevators.”

“I need you to tell me exactly what you saw down there. By the time I went down to take a look, the cleaning bots had already finished, so there was nothing to see.”

“I took a few pictures.”

“Excellent. Let’s start with those.”

I tapped on my wrist comms and then started projecting the pictures from the morning. Jonathan studied the first two and then pulled out a small notebook and started making notes. After he’d seen all the pictures, he had me tell him everything that had happened to me that day.

“I was taking a nap when you knocked,” I concluded eventually.

“Tell me how Troy came to take pictures of Singer.”

“He took the pictures two days ago, but we arranged for the photo session the day before that.” I took a deep breath and then recounted everything that I could remember from the two different conversations I’d had with Troy.

“I’m sure he got some wonderful pictures of you,” Jonathan said to Singer when I was done. “He’s a very talented photographer, and you’re a very photogenic cat.”

Singer nodded.

Jonathan laughed. “So Troy wanted to meet me.”

“He thought you could answer his questions about the croccigators.”

“I wonder where he heard that particular rumor.”

“From what he said, there are a lot of rumors going around on B Deck.”

“There are a fair few on A Deck as well.”

“Are there? I should probably spend more time talking to the other passengers.”

“You’ve nothing to gain by hearing the rumors. Most of them are ridiculous. One or two have some truth in them, but knowing about them will have no impact upon your life on the ship.”

“It might be fun to hear them, though.”

Jonathan laughed. “You need to start spending time in the bars.”

“I don’t enjoy bars. They are always smoky and dark and full of people drinking too much.”

“Which is exactly why they’re interesting places in which to spend time.”

I shrugged. “Maybe I don’t need to hear the latest rumors.”

“Everyone is talking about Troy right now, anyway.”

“And croccigators?”

“No, not at all. You seem to be the only person talking about them.”

“Troy talked about them first. And Linda was the one who said his injuries looked like croccigator bites. I was busy not looking too closely at his injuries.”

“Yes, I noticed there weren’t any photos of Troy on your comms.”

“It wouldn’t have been appropriate to take pictures of Troy.”

“But it might have been helpful. It was a crime scene.”

“What about the cameras on B Deck? Surely they captured everything that happened.”

“The cameras on B Deck are only operational for certain hours of the day. They are switched off at night.”

“Why?”

“Probably to save money, although I’m sure InmonCorp will have some other explanation.”

“InmonCorp always has some sort of explanation. I don’t believe any of them.”

“That’s probably wise.”

“So there isn’t any security footage of the attack on Troy.”

“There is not.”

“And if someone truly is exercising croccigators on B Deck late at night, there isn’t any video of that, either.”

“That’s true, but no one is exercising croccigators on B Deck.”

“You sound very certain.”

“I am very certain.”

“But Troy told me he heard weird noises in the hallways down there. And he said he was going to investigate. Two days later, I found him covered in injuries that are consistent with croccigator bites.”

“Which suggests that whoever attacked him knew about his obsession with croccigators and did his or her best to make it look as if Troy had been attacked by a gator.”

I stared at him. “And you think that someone was trying to kill Troy.”

“That someone very nearly did kill Troy. Whatever the intentions, it was a very serious attack.”

“Are you certain that Troy will be safe in the medical wing?”

“Members of the security team are going to take turns guarding the wing while Troy is there.”

“There are only two men on the security team. They can’t each work twelve hours a day, every day.”

“They’ll be supplemented by a security mech-bot. The bot will be there during the day while Becca is there working.”

“I hope that’s enough to keep the poor man safe.”

“It should be, but I’ll feel much better once we’ve worked out who was behind the attack.”

“Surely that’s a job for the security team.”

“If they weren’t so busy guarding Troy, I might agree.”

“What about Shawn? He’s been in charge of investigations in the past.”

Jonathan chuckled. “I haven’t spoken to him yet, but even if he’s officially put in charge of an investigation, do you truly think he’ll be able to find the person who attacked Troy?”

“No, but I also don’t want to be involved.”

“You don’t have to be involved in the investigation if you don’t want to be. I would like a favor from you, though.”

“What sort of favor?”

“Don’t look so suspicious. I have a short list of suspects. I’d like to talk through them with you. You can just nod your head while I talk, but I think it will be helpful for me to talk through the list.”

“I can nod,” I said.

“Have you had lunch?”

I had to think. “No. I forgot about eating.”

“That isn’t like you. Let’s go and get some lunch. We can talk in the restaurant.”

We walked the short distance to the restaurant and went inside. The mech-bot at the door began to whirr excitedly.

“Colonel Brazee,” it exclaimed. “You don’t normally take meals here.”

“I’m having lunch with a friend,” he replied, nodding toward me.

“Very good. You can sit at table two. Follow me, please.”

The bot flew ahead of us into the dining room. We were led to a table in the middle of the room.

“I’d like a table in the corner,” Jonathan said.

I stared at him for a second before looking back at the bot, convinced it was either going to argue or explode because Jonathan had dared to question it. Instead, it clicked and whirred and then flew over to a table in the back corner of the room.

“Will this work for you, sir?” it asked as Jonathan and I followed it.

“Yes,” Jonathan replied.

“Very good. Tap the table to see today’s menu.”

The bot flew away as I sat down and tapped on the screen.

“Surprise, surprise. Today’s menu looks exactly like yesterday’s menu,” I muttered as I scrolled through the choices.

“Really? I would have expected more variety after our stop on Odontotyrannos. We were there long enough for the kitchen to restock everything.”

“I suspect they simply filled the storeroom with cake.”

Jonathan laughed. “You might be right about that. I think most of the passengers would be okay with eating nothing but cake until we reach Val Segas, too.”

“I can’t say much. I ate four slices the other day. I was given them by a faulty bot, but I can’t blame the bot. It didn’t make me eat them.”

We tapped in our orders. After a moment’s hesitation, I ordered a slice of rainbow cake for dessert. As I sat back in my seat, Jonathan pulled out his notebook.

“I think you know one or two of the people on my list.”

“These are people who knew Troy before he arrived on the Lady Elizabeth?”

“Yes. I know he’s annoyed everyone since he’s been here, but I don’t think he’s annoyed anyone enough to make that someone want to kill him.”

“He’s persistent, but polite. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to kill him just because of that.”

“Unless he took a photo of something that someone didn’t want anyone to see.”

“Like two people together who shouldn’t have been?”

“Something like that. You said he’d told you that he was going to try taking more candid photos. Maybe he caught a candid shot of something illegal, immoral, or unethical.”

“That would make every person on the ship a suspect.”

“Exactly, which is why we’re going to focus on the people who knew Troy before he arrived on the ship. We can always expand our investigation later, but it’s a good starting point.”

“Your investigation. You can expand your investigation.”

“Yes, of course.”

“So who already knew Troy before he arrived on the Lady Elizabeth?”

A serving trolley stopped next to the table. I picked up one of the plates on it and lifted the lid.

“Is this yours?” I asked Jonathan.

He nodded. “And I hope this is yours,” he said, passing me the other plate.

“It is. Everything is right on my plate. I’m still slightly surprised when I get what I ordered, even though things have been much better since Alpha Sector.”

“I usually eat in my room. Sometimes I even cook my own meals. But I have rather high standards. This looks edible, anyway.”

He took a bite of something while I took a sip of my drink that had arrived with the food. As I picked up my knife and fork, Jonathan nodded toward the door.

“There’s our first suspect,” he said.

I looked over and gasped. “Malorie Cooper is a suspect?”

I’d met the gorgeous famous actress very early in the cruise, but I’d rarely seen her since. Today she was wearing a dress that was molded to her stunning curves. Her red wig matched the thick red stripe along the bottom of the dress. Matching shoes and a handbag completed the look. She stood in the doorway for a moment, one hand playing with her hair, before she waved at Jonathan and followed a mech-bot to a table on the other side of the room.

“She used to work with Troy. He did a lot of high-profile shoots for the big advertising companies, and a lot of them featured Malorie.”

“That must have been when Troy was on Val Segas.”

“It was, but he and Malorie stopped working together about a year before Troy left Val Segas. One day they were considered an advertising dream team. The next day they both refused to work together again. The official story was that they both felt that they’d reached their creative peak together on their last shoot. Allegedly, they’d agreed that they would never be able to top what they’d just done, so they’d decided to stop working together.”

“That doesn’t even make sense.”

Jonathan laughed. “And it wasn’t true, of course, even though the pictures from that campaign were spectacular. But something happened between the two that made them unwilling to work together again. I just don’t know what that something was.”

“Even if they didn’t want to work together any longer, I can’t see Malorie trying to kill Troy.”

“If you’re a universally famous model and actress who gets paid extremely well for posing for pictures that are being taken by a famous photographer, what would have to happen to make you refuse to work with that photographer again?”

“I’ve no idea. The same holds for Troy, though. He must have been making a lot of money photographing Malorie. Why would he stop?”

“Of course, the decision wasn’t mutual. We need to find out which of them made the decision and just how angry the other person was.”

I looked over at the beautiful woman. She was sipping a cocktail and scrolling through her comms device. “You need to find out,” I muttered, putting extra emphasis on the first word of the sentence.

“So, Malorie is one suspect. Kelly Collins is another.”

I frowned. “I like Kelly. I can’t believe she’d try to kill anyone.”

Kelly had been a suspect in Allen Royce’s murder. She and Allen had been married decades earlier, but the marriage broke down while they were still on their honeymoon. Kelly hadn’t realized it, but Allen had never actually signed the divorce paperwork, which meant when he died, she was officially his widow. I knew she’d inherited a considerable fortune from the man, which seemed fair because he’d only married her for her money.

“Troy was the photographer at her wedding,” Jonathan told me.

“But Troy photographed thousands of weddings over the years. There must be other passengers on the Lady Elizabeth who had their wedding photos taken by Troy.”

“Nope. Just Kelly. Troy became very popular very quickly and with that, he also became very expensive. There aren’t that many people on the Lady Elizabeth who could have afforded his services during the years he was in Val Segas.”

“I didn’t think Kelly got married in Val Segas,” I said thoughtfully.

“She didn’t. But she paid for Troy to fly to Florzonia for the wedding. He was actually their witness. Then she paid for him to fly with them to Poconia to photograph their honeymoon.”

“That must have cost her a fortune.”

“Troy traveled with them for several days, taking pictures of the happy couple on the beach, eating in fancy restaurants, and in their luxury suite.”

“And then she discovered that Allen was only interested in her money, and she left him.”

“Pretty much. She sent Troy home before she ended things with Allen, but she spent quite a bit of time with Troy before she found out the truth about Allen.”

“But she and Allen were on their honeymoon.”

Jonathan chuckled. “That is true. I don’t know how well she got to know Troy during that time, but she’s one of the passengers who definitely knew him before he joined the crew of the Lady Elizabeth.”

“I can’t see why Troy taking her wedding pictures would give her any sort of motive to attack him.”

“Neither can I, but I do have some questions for Kelly.”

“I did notice that he didn’t try to take any pictures of her at breakfast the other morning,” I said as I tried to remember exactly what I’d seen.

“Tell me more.”

I laughed. “That’s the whole story. Troy was walking around, taking pictures at every table. When Kelly walked in, she nodded at him. He looked surprised or maybe confused and then rushed away from her.”

“Interesting.”

“He also skipped one table entirely.”

“Did he now? Who was sitting at that table?”

“A young woman on her own. She had short blue hair.”

Jonathan tapped on his wrist comms and then projected a photo onto the table. “Her?”

I nodded.

“That’s Molly Fitz. She used to work for Troy, back in Val Segas.”

“Work for Troy? Modeling?”

“No, she was his assistant. When Troy left Val Segas, she took over a lot of his business.”

“Good for her.”

Jonathan nodded. “She’s been very successful. Last year she announced that she was taking a year off to travel. I’m told dozens of wealthy couples postponed their wedding plans until after her return to Val Segas.”

“Wow. I can’t imagine changing my wedding plans just to get a few nice pictures.”

“In some circles, having a Molly Fitz-photographed wedding is seen as a status symbol.”

“I don’t move in those circles.”

Jonathan laughed.

“That doesn’t explain why Troy avoided speaking to her. She should be grateful to the man who helped her get her start, shouldn’t she?”

“As I understand it, things are awkward between them because Molly has had so much success while Troy has been reduced to taking pictures on a spaceship. I believe Molly is also worried that Troy might decide to start photographing weddings again once he gets back to Val Segas. She could lose a few high-profile clients to him if he did that.”

“He hates weddings.”

“I’m pretty sure he hates being broke even more, though. He could make a lot of money very quickly if he restarted his old business.”

“But he wants to be a journalist.”

“And if he gets offered the right job, he’ll probably take it and be happy. But if he can’t find a job, he’ll have to do something to pay his bills.”

I frowned. “Is Molly so worried about the competition that she’d actually try to kill Troy?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t had a chance to speak to her yet. I have been told that she’s very successful because she’s ruthless, though.”

“Is that everyone?”

Jonathan shook his head. He swiped through his comms and then displayed another picture. “Have you seen her anywhere on the ship?”

I stared at the beautiful, blue-skinned woman. Her hair was a coppery red and her eyes were silver. “She’s stunning.”

“She is.”

“Is she on A Deck?”

“No, she’s on B Deck.”

“I’ve never seen her there, but I haven’t spent much time there.”

Jonathan nodded. He tapped his comms and the picture disappeared.

“Who is she?” I asked.

“Her name is Nova Amaris. She and Troy were a couple for a while.”

I stared at him. “She and Troy were a couple,” I repeated slowly. “But she’s so beautiful. No offense to Troy, he’s decent-looking, but he isn’t anywhere near her league.”

“They met at her wedding,” Jonathan told me. “She was supposed to be marrying Dexex Remard.”

“The president of ReXelCorp?”

“That’s the man.”

“He’s ninety, and his corporation went bankrupt.”

“But five years ago, he was only eighty-five and ReXelCorp was thriving, at least on paper.”

“So Nova was marrying him for his money.”

“She’d probably say otherwise, but many people seemed to think so. To be fair to her, it was pretty obvious that Dexex was only marrying her because she’s gorgeous.”

I sighed. “So what happened? I can’t believe I never heard about it. It must have been all over the news.”

“Dexex made sure it was kept very quiet. He and Nova met on Val Segas. He proposed the day after they’d met, and the wedding was supposed to take place two days later. Dexex paid Troy extra to get him to rearrange his schedule to accommodate the short notice.”

I piled my empty plates onto a passing serving trolley. Jonathan followed suit. A moment later, our desserts were delivered. After I took my first bite of cake, I looked at Jonathan. “You were telling me about Nova’s wedding.”

Jonathan opened his mouth to reply but shut it as two people walked into the room. I frowned when I recognized Shawn Inmon and Jerry Weible. They looked around and then walked over to our table.

“Ms. Dunn, I would very much like to stop seeing so much of you,” Jerry snapped at me.

“Hey, it’s Heather,” Shawn said, beaming at me. “How are you today? Did you really find another dead body?”

Jerry glared at him. “No one is dead,” he said tightly. “But we need to talk,” he added, shifting his angry look toward me.
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“Diana still has dessert to eat,” Jonathan said.

Shawn frowned. “Who is Diana?”

“I am,” I said, giving him a weird little wave.

“I thought you were Heather. Be glad you aren’t. Heather keeps finding dead bodies,” Shawn said in a loud whisper.

“We’ll wait outside,” Jerry said. “Don’t take too long.”

He spun around and marched out of the room, dragging Shawn along with him. Shawn nodded and smiled and waved at everyone as they walked away.

I blew out a long breath.

“Don’t let Jerry worry you,” Jonathan said.

“He terrifies me.”

“He has a difficult job. Shawn can be very difficult to handle.”

“He shouldn’t be angry with me for finding dead bodies. It isn’t as if I go looking for them.”

“He’s worried about what happened to Troy, but his anger is misplaced. He should be upset with the man or woman who attacked Troy, not you.”

I took another bite of cake. It tasted like cardboard now. I washed it down with the last of my tea fizzy.

“I don’t want to talk to them,” I said softly.

“I’ll come with you, if I can. Jerry might not allow it.”

“Surely I should be allowed to bring a friend with me. This isn’t formal police questioning or anything.”

Jonathan patted my hand. “Let me finish telling you about Nova before we go. Eat your cake.”

As I tried another bite of cake, Jonathan continued with the story.

“On the morning of the wedding, Troy was sent to take pictures of the bride as she got ready for her big day. Dexex sent ten different gowns for her to try. Troy was supposed to take pictures of her in every gown before she chose her favorite. As I understand it, Nova and Troy started talking before she’d even tried on the first gown. An hour later, Nova called off the wedding and moved into Troy’s house.”

“She moved in with Troy the day they met?”

“Yes, but just as a guest. Apparently, she’d told Troy that she didn’t really want to marry Dexex, but she was broke, and if she didn’t marry him, she wouldn’t have anywhere to live. Troy offered to let her stay at his house until she could sort out her life.”

“And this was five years ago?”

“About that, anyway.”

“So Nova canceled the wedding and moved in with Troy. What happened next?”

“At some point they became romantically involved. After about six months, though, she left Val Segas with Dexex.”

“With Dexex? After she’d left him on their wedding day?”

“They weren’t back together for long. Six months later, she was alone on Cenclare. Except she wasn’t alone for long. I gather she dated just about every single man on the planet while she was there.”

“So why is she on the Lady Elizabeth?”

“Rumor has it she’s traveling back to Val Segas to find Dexex. He retired there just before ReXelCorp declared bankruptcy.”

“I suppose he has plenty of money, even though the company is bankrupt.”

“He has plenty of money.”

I sighed. “He could share some of that money with men and women who lost their jobs when the company failed.”

“He could, but he won’t.”

“But where does Nova fit into all of this? She and Troy dated for a while. Is there a motive for murder in that?”

“Maybe she came to hate him after six months.”

“Hate is still a long way from murder.”

“I’ll know more after I talk to her.”

“Good luck with all of them.”

“Thanks. And now you need to talk to Jerry.”

“I’d rather talk to Shawn. Maybe you could chat with Jerry while I tell Shawn everything I know.”

“We both know that will never work. Ready?”

I nodded reluctantly before putting my dessert plate on the serving trolley. It beeped twice and then slowly rolled away. Jonathan stood up first. I had to force myself to get up and follow him out of the room. Jerry and Shawn were standing right outside the restaurant’s door.

“We can talk in my office,” Jerry snapped, turning on his heel and striding away.

Shawn looked surprised as he glanced up from his comms device. “Ah, yeah, Jerry’s office,” he said, rushing after the man.

Jonathan and I followed more slowly. We caught up to the others at the elevators. Jerry was standing in the open doorway of one of them, frowning at us. When we were inside, he stepped in and pushed the button for X Deck. When the doors opened again, he led us down a short corridor to an unmarked door. His wrist unit unlocked the door.

“Sit,” he said as we walked into the small room.

There was a desk in one corner. Four chairs had been arranged in front of the desk. I dropped into one. Jonathan sat next to me. Jerry walked behind the desk and sat in the larger and more comfortable-looking chair there. Shawn stood awkwardly next to the desk.

“Sit,” Jerry told him.

Shawn nodded before sitting down next to me.

“Tell me what happened this morning,” Jerry said to me.

“I went down to B Deck to see Troy. He’d taken some pictures of Singer, and he was supposed to have them ready for me to see this morning.”

“Singer?” Shawn repeated.

“My cat,” I said.

“Allen Royce’s cat,” Jerry added.

Shawn frowned. “Didn’t something terrible happen to him?”

Jerry nodded before turning his attention back to me. “What time did you arrive on B Deck?”

“It was just a few minutes before eight. I was supposed to be at Troy’s studio at eight.”

“And what did you find on B Deck?”

“There were drops of blood everywhere. Actually, I didn’t know that it was blood. There were drops of red liquid everywhere. At the time, I tried to convince myself that it was paint because I didn’t want to think it might be blood. Especially when I saw how much of it there was.”

“And you didn’t think it was odd that someone had spilled paint in the corridor?” Jerry asked.

“Of course I found it odd, but it seemed preferable to thinking that someone had been bleeding to death in the corridor,” I snapped.

“You said no one was dead this time,” Shawn protested.

“No one is dead,” Jerry said flatly. “So you saw a lot of blood and decided to push the emergency button?” he asked me.

“No, I ignored the blood and walked to Troy’s studio. He didn’t answer my knock. There was a sign on the door that gave his cabin number in case he wasn’t there, so after a minute, I started walking toward his cabin. The drops of blood got larger and closer together until I found Troy, covered in blood, on the floor outside his cabin.”

Shawn frowned. “All this talk about blood is making me feel queasy.”

Jerry shook his head. “Is that when you pushed the emergency button?”

I nodded. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“What did Troy say to you while you were waiting for the security team to arrive?”

“Nothing. He didn’t make a single sound. I wasn’t even certain he was still alive. I kept staring at his chest, hoping I wasn’t imagining it when I thought I could see him breathing.”

“He didn’t say anything?”

“Not a word.”

“Are you quite certain?”

“I’m completely certain.”

Jerry frowned. “He’s expected to recover, at least partially.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means the medical mech-bot can’t yet determine the level of damage his brain may have suffered. Troy needs to regain consciousness before he can be fully evaluated.”

“But he is expected to regain consciousness?” I asked.

“He is, but not immediately.”

“But once he recovers, he’ll be able to tell us what happened.”

“Maybe. Or maybe not. It’s possible that he won’t remember exactly what happened,” Jerry said. “But that isn’t my worry. If you’re certain he didn’t say anything to you, you’re free to go.”

Jonathan frowned. “What about the investigation?” he asked.

“Investigation?” Jerry repeated.

“Surely you’ll be conducting an investigation. Troy was attacked on B Deck,” Jonathan said.

Jerry frowned for a moment before nodding slowly. “Yes, of course. An investigation. Shawn will take care of that,” he said with a small smirk.

Jonathan nodded. “Very good,” he said.

Jerry’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Why is it good? You know I worry about the safety and security of every person on the Lady Elizabeth,” Jonathan said. “Finding the person or persons who attacked Troy is important. You never know when he or she might strike again. But if Shawn is investigating, then I know exactly how seriously you’re taking the matter.”

Jerry frowned. “Our security team is guarding Troy during his recovery.”

“Which is excellent news for Troy, but not necessarily for everyone else on the ship,” Jonathan said.

“I think we’re done here,” Jerry said sharply.

“Are we?” Shawn asked. “I suppose that means I need to start on the investigation. Do we have a list of suspects?”

“Everyone on the ship, really,” Jonathan said. “We don’t know why Troy was attacked, but it might have had something to do with the pictures he’s been taking. I’d very much like to see every picture he took since he arrived.”

“I can arrange that,” Jerry said. “I’ll have them sent to the main comms unit in your cabin so you can look at them on the large screen.”

“Thank you.”

“I need them, too,” Shawn said.

Jerry nodded. “Of course. I’ll have them sent to your office.”

Shawn frowned. “I don’t like my office. Have them sent to my suite, to the comms by the bathtub. I’ll go through them while I’m having my daily soak.”

Jerry nodded.

“We’ll get out of the way, then,” Jonathan said, getting to his feet and looking at me.

I jumped up. “Thanks,” I said, mostly thankful that I was getting to leave.

“We might have more questions for you as the investigation continues,” Jerry said.

Shawn nodded. “But we know where to find you. Thanks for talking to us, Heather.”

I just nodded back at him.

“Ms. Dunn, make no mistake. I know where to find you,” Jerry said coolly.

“And I’m sure Diana will be happy to answer any further questions that come up during the investigation,” Jonathan said. “But for now, she’s had a traumatic day. She needs to rest.”

“Indeed,” Jerry said flatly.

“Maybe you should go and see Becca. She’s very good,” Shawn said. “Although someone said she was really busy with a very seriously injured man. Maybe you should go and see Linda. I hear she’s very nice.”

“I believe you met Linda this morning,” Jerry said to me.

I nodded. “And she was very nice.”

“Indeed. She’s very highly trained and a valuable addition to our crew,” Jerry said.

I didn’t argue. Jonathan took my arm.

“You know where to find both of us,” he said as he led me toward the door.

It wasn’t until we were in the elevator, heading back to A Deck, that I finally felt as if I could breathe properly again.

“He terrifies me,” I told Jonathan.

“He shouldn’t. He’s doing a tough job. He has to keep Shawn under control while making Shawn feel as if he’s in charge of everything. It can’t be easy.”

“Surely the ship’s captain is in charge of the ship.”

“Theoretically, but Shawn’s father owns the ship and about half of the rest of the galaxy. Captain Ryder isn’t going to argue for long if Shawn starts giving out orders.”

We walked together back to my cabin. Singer was happy to see Jonathan again.

“So what do you think?” Jonathan asked me as he sat back down in the chair by the door.

“What do I think about what?”

“What do you think about the investigation?”

“I think you should leave it to Shawn.”

Jonathan laughed for several seconds. “You know as well as I do that Shawn is completely incapable of conducting an investigation into anything. Meanwhile, someone might already be planning another attack on Troy.”

“I guess you’d better get started, then.”

“If you were me, which of the four would you start with?”

“Nova,” I said after a moment’s thought. “Her love life makes her seem untrustworthy, if nothing else.”

“And then?”

“Molly. She seems as if she has the most to lose. If Troy does go back to wedding photography, she could lose a lot of business.”

“And then?”

“I suppose Malorie, but only because I like Kelly a lot. I can’t really see that either of them had a motive for the attack, though.”

“We need to know more about why Malorie and Troy stopped working together. And we need to know what happened on Poconia when Kelly and Troy were there.”

“But first you need to talk to Nova and Molly.”

“And between chats, I’m going to start going through all of Troy’s pictures, too.”

“Seriously? I thought that was just busywork for Shawn.”

Jonathan laughed. “It’s mostly busywork for Shawn, but there could be something there. I’m going to take a look, anyway.”

“Where will you start? Troy must have taken thousands of pictures since we left Odontotyrannos.”

“I’m going to focus on the more candid shots that he’d only just started taking recently. I’ll start with the most recent photos and work my way back to the first ones he took when he boarded. If there is something significant to see in the pictures, I should be able to find it fairly quickly.”

“That’s assuming you’ll recognize whatever the significant thing is.”

“Yeah, that could be a problem. Maybe we should look at the pictures together.”

I frowned. “I don’t want to be involved.”

“I’m not asking you talk to anyone or anything. Just sit with me and go through a few pictures. Two sets of eyes are better than one.”

“Shawn is also going to be going through them.”

“I can’t imagine he’ll add anything useful to the search.”

“When are you going to start?”

Jonathan looked at his wrist comms. “Not today. Today I want to try to talk to Nova, and maybe Molly, too. Why don’t you come to my cabin tomorrow morning around nine? We can go through the pictures, and I can tell you what I’ve learned from the people I’ve managed to speak with.”

“I can do that,” I said.

“Bring Singer. It will be a nice change of scenery for her.”

Singer lifted her head off his knee and “meowed” at him.

“She seems keen, anyway,” I muttered.

Jonathan grinned. “If nothing else, you’ll be able to see the pictures he took of Singer.”

“That’s why I agreed.”

“I’ll see you at nine tomorrow, then. If you think you might have trouble sleeping, I can give you some tablets that will definitely help.”

“I thought those kinds of tablets were only available from trained medical personnel.”

“Space Corps has its own rules. Do you want something?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t have any trouble napping earlier. I should be fine. If not, I’ll go and see Becca.”

He stood up and pulled me into a hug. “Take care of yourself. Have a healthy dinner and get an early night,” he told me.

“I will,” I replied before following him to the door.

I watched him walk away and then shut the door. It was the middle of the afternoon, and I hadn’t touched my study cube all day. I sat down and immediately got lost in a difficult bit of coding. Hours later, a buzzer reminded me that I was supposed to go to dinner.

“You figure it out for me while I’m gone,” I told Singer. “I know I’m close, but I can’t quite get the last bit right. The whole thing runs correctly, right up until the very last bit of rendering.”

Singer looked up from her very fancy cat bed and yawned at me.

“Yeah, okay, never mind,” I said as I opened the door.

When I reached the restaurant, there was a short queue waiting to go inside. I frowned. This was the first time I’d ever seen a queue. Everyone had an assigned time to eat, which should have meant queues never developed.

“What’s going on?” I asked the man in front of me.

He shrugged. “I believe A Deck has been invaded by some of the passengers from B Deck,” he whispered. “I’m told Craig Martelle is trying to lead a revolution down there.”

“A revolution?”

“It’s not a revolution,” the woman in front of him said. “We just want to be treated a bit better, that’s all. I know A Deck tickets cost a lot more, but we paid a lot to travel on B Deck, too. But not only do you have bigger cabins, you have better food, better lounges, better everything. We just want a chance to experience some of that once in a while.”

“Craig got Captain Ryder to agree that ten of us can eat in the A Deck restaurant at every meal,” the man in front of her said. “We were all so excited that we came right up, but I guess no one told the bots at the door here that we were coming.”

A moment later, Captain Michael Ryder himself appeared in the corridor. A few of the people in the queue in front of me cheered loudly. He smiled and nodded at them before walking to the front of the line. When he emerged from the restaurant a minute later, he was still smiling.

“I’ve had a chat with the bots,” he said. “The changes to the dining system haven’t been properly processed by the system yet, but I was able to override their programming to allow for ten extra people at dinner tonight. They’ll start seating everyone immediately. Things should be properly in place by breakfast tomorrow.”

“Thank you,” a woman said.

Captain Ryder nodded as the line slowly began to move forward. A few minutes later, it was finally my turn to be seated.

“Table seven,” the mech-bot said. “Right this way.”

It led me to an empty table for two along one wall. “This will do,” it told me before it flew away.

“Yeah, sure it will,” I muttered as I sat down. I looked around the room at the new faces. They were all staring at the menus on the touchscreen tables. As I tapped on my table to see the menu, the mech-bot returned with another person.

“This is your table for tonight,” it told the new arrival. “Enjoy your meal.”

The woman nodded and then sat down opposite me. “Hi. I’m sorry to crash your very fancy dining room. I’m Nova. I hope you don’t mind eating with someone from B Deck.”
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I tried not to stare at the woman’s eyes. They were a very unusual color, one that I suspected was artificially enhanced. There was a bit of me that was slightly pleased to see that she was less stunningly beautiful in person than she had been in the photo I’d seen of her. She was still very attractive, but aside from her eyes and her light blue skin, she looked almost ordinary.

“Not at all,” I replied. “I’m Diana.”

“Oh, I know who you are,” Nova replied as she tapped on the menu. “Everyone on B Deck knows all about the lucky woman who found that dead guy on the first day of the voyage.”

“Lucky?”

Nova looked up and nodded. “You got a free upgrade to A Deck. You might not appreciate just how wonderful that is, though. I’m sure you don’t spend a lot of time on B Deck.”

I shrugged. “I’d happily move down to B Deck if it would bring Allen Royce back from the dead. If I had been on B Deck, I wouldn’t have been there when the bodies were discovered in the cabin across the corridor from mine, either.”

“And then you went and found Troy today,” Nova said. “It would have been nice if you’d just walked away and let someone else find him, you know. Then that person could have had a free upgrade, too.”

“If I’d just walked away, Troy probably would have bled to death before someone else found him.”

Nova shrugged. “But it might have been me. And I might have been upgraded to A Deck. I mean, Troy is a good guy, but I’d really like to be on A Deck.”

“Is B Deck really that bad?”

She looked back down at the table. Frowning, she scrolled through the menu and then made her selections.

“I shouldn’t say this, but it really isn’t all that bad. The cabins are tiny, but the restaurant isn’t too bad. And now we’re going to be allowed to eat up here once in a while, too, which will make a nice change.”

“Maybe I should try the restaurant on B Deck.”

“You probably should. There aren’t as many options as you have up here, but the food is good. I don’t have any complaints about the restaurant or about our little bar and lounge. Really, my only complaint is about the size of my cabin. And before you say it, I know it meets galactic regulations for a long-distance journey, but it’s tiny.”

A serving trolley stopped next to the table. I picked up my glass of lemon fizz. Nova grabbed her drink.

“What is that?” I asked, staring at the large cocktail glass that was filled with neon green liquid. Several ice shards in a rainbow of colors were stuck in the drink at different angles.

“I forget what it was called. It’s on the cocktail menu. It’s mostly fruit juice with rumodka and tequilious.” She took a sip.

“Is it good?”

“It’s delicious. I can’t believe you haven’t tried every drink on the menu. You’ve had three entire sectors to drink your way through.”

“I don’t drink alcoholic beverages very often. I’ve never even looked at the cocktail menu.”

Nova shrugged. “We’re stuck on this ship for another twenty-two sectors. If I can use alcohol to make the monotony a little fuzzy once in a while, I’m going to do it.”

Another serving trolley stopped next to us. I picked up one of the plates and lifted the lid.

“This one is mine,” I said.

Nova picked up the other plate and took off the lid. “Exactly what I ordered,” she said. “I tried to pick the most expensive thing on the menu in case I don’t get back up here again in a hurry. We don’t have shrimpster on our menu.”

“I don’t care for seafood.”

“I love it, but I love everything that costs too much money. That’s difficult when you’re nearly always unemployed.”

“I don’t have expensive tastes, but I am worried about how I’m going to survive on Val Segas when we get there. I’m going to have to find a job right away.”

“I’m going to move back in with my ex-boyfriend. He’ll take care of me while I try to figure out what I want to do with my life.”

“I have friends on Val Segas. They’ve offered me a place to stay, at least for a few weeks.”

“There are lots of opportunities on Val Segas. It’s the most interesting and exciting planet in the galaxy.”

“I’ve never been before.”

Nova laughed. “Really? You’re in for a shock. There isn’t anywhere else quite like it. I know Catlantica has been trying for decades to make itself into another Val Segas, but it truly isn’t the same. It’s a nice enough planet, and the casinos there have better odds, but it can’t copy all of the things that make Val Segas so unique.”

“So you’ve lived on Val Segas before?”

“Oh, yes, of course. I’ll tell you a little secret. I actually used to live with Troy, our intrepid photographer.”

“You did?” I tried to act surprised. “I mean, he seems like a nice person, but maybe not your type.”

Nova laughed. “I don’t have a type. That isn’t true. I do have a type, if ‘men with credits’ is a type. I only date men with money, and I won’t apologize for that.”

I wasn’t certain how to respond. “And Troy used to have money?” I asked after a moment.

“Oh, yes. He was very successful when he was on Val Segas. He was a wedding photographer. That’s how we met. He was taking pictures of my wedding.”

“Of your wedding?” I echoed, trying to act as if this was all news to me.

She nodded. “I was supposed to be marrying Dexex Remard, founder and owner of ReXelCorp.”

“He’s quite a bit older than you, isn’t he?”

“Oh, yes, but age is just a number. Dexex is in wonderful shape for his age. He’s had his body reconditioned every five years since he was twenty-five. He takes all the right supplements and treatments for him, too – everything that money can buy. He has more energy than I do, really, and I’m only, well, I’m a lot younger.”

“And you were marrying him?”

“I was supposed to be marrying him. And then I got cold feet. I was an idiot. If anyone ever invents a reliable time machine, I’m going back to that morning and I’m marrying Dexex.”

“But at the time, you didn’t go through with it?”

“No. I decided I hadn’t known Dexex for long enough. We’d only met three days earlier.”

“Three days? And you were getting married?”

“Dexex thought it was fun and romantic. Besides, weddings on Val Segas aren’t a big deal. The marriage wouldn’t have been legal anywhere else in the galaxy, not unless Dexex decided to register it properly. And there was no way he was going to do that.”

“I’m confused.”

Nova laughed. “Dexex loves weddings. He proposes to just about every woman he meets, and most of them say yes. As long as they’re on Val Segas, they can get married and then celebrate Val Segas-style. And after a few weeks, they can go their separate ways with no legal ramifications. The marriage is only valid on Val Segas, so Dexex doesn’t need a divorce. Leaving Val Segas is enough to end the validity of the marriage as far as the authorities on Val Segas are concerned. Dexex has been married dozens of times over the past twenty years. He finds a beautiful woman, marries her, spends a few weeks enjoying her company, and then, when he gets bored, he leaves the planet for a few days. Once he’s gone, one of his staff will make sure the woman moves out of Dexex’s house. When he comes back, he’s officially single again. None of it ever makes the news because everyone knows it’s only temporary.”

“Why would anyone agree to marry him?”

Nova laughed. “Because for those few weeks, you get to live like a queen. Dexex is incredibly generous with the women in his life, and even more so with those who become his wives. We were together for three days and I took over a hundred thousand credits’ worth of jewelry with me when I left him.”

“Jewelry he’d given you?”

“Yes, of course. I didn’t steal anything from him. My engagement ring was worth over half of that. He also gave me a bracelet with matching earrings and this necklace.” She put her hand to her neck.

I stared at the glittering stones that went all the way around it. I knew enough about jewelry to know that the necklace was worth more than I’d made in five years of work.

“It’s stunning,” I said.

“It’s a copy. I sold the original and had a cheap copy made because I loved it so much.”

“If he was so generous, I’m surprised you didn’t marry him.”

Nova sighed. “I blame Troy for that.”

“Oh?”

An empty trolley stopped next to our table. We loaded our dirty dishes onto it before it rolled away. The cart with our desserts was right behind it. It wasn’t until we’d both had our first bites of cake that Nova continued.

“He was really nice to me,” she said. “Troy, I mean. Dexex was nice, too, but in a different way. Troy seemed to see me as a real person. To Dexex, I was just another beautiful woman to parade in front of his friends. Troy was the first man I’d met in a long time who didn’t seem to care how I looked. He wanted to get to know who I was. I was shocked and then fascinated.”

“And he had money, too.”

Nova laughed loudly. “I can’t disagree. I knew who he was, of course. Everyone on Val Segas knew who he was. He’d photographed a dozen of the weddings I’d attended on the planet, and the one or two people I knew who hadn’t been able to get him to do their weddings had been devastated not to be able to have him.”

“So you knew who he was before he came to take your pictures.”

“Yeah, and he knew who I was, because he’d seen me at a ton of other weddings. Anyway, we started talking, and he told me that he’d already photographed four weddings for Dexex in the past year or so. I knew that Dex had been married before, but it was still something of a shock for me to hear that he’d been married that many times in a year. I tried to laugh it off, though.”

I took a sip of my drink before picking up my fork again. “I’m surprised you hadn’t asked Dexex about his previous marriages.”

“Oh, I had, but he just laughed and told me that they didn’t matter. He said he’d often married women just for the fun of it, but those were all just Val Segas marriages, so not important. Then he told me that we were different. And he promised me that he’d register our marriage with the galactic authorities.”

“Do you think he really would have done that?”

“No,” she said flatly. “He’d sent me ten different dresses to choose from, so I was busy trying them on and then posing for pictures. I told Troy all of this as we went along. Troy just laughed and told me that he had heard everything I was telling him from all of Dexex’s other women. According to Troy, they’d all been promised that their marriages would be properly registered, too.”

“That must have been painful to hear.”

“It was difficult. I knew I didn’t love Dexex, but I did care for him. I was ready to try to make our marriage work for the long term. I was even thinking about trying to persuade Dexex that we should try for a baby. He has two sons from his first marriage, and he insisted that he didn’t want any more children, but I thought maybe I could change his mind.”

“But Troy persuaded you to leave Dexex?”

“Once I found out that Dexex wasn’t truly going to register our marriage, that I was just another bit of fun for him, I didn’t need much persuasion from Troy to end things with Dexex. My biggest worry was that I didn’t have anywhere to go. I’d been staying with friends when I’d met Dexex, but they were just about to leave Val Segas for a long vacation. I told Troy I’d leave Dexex if I had somewhere to go. That was when he suggested that I could move in with him.”

“I suppose that was nice of him,” I said.

Nova chuckled. “It was nice of him, really. I told him that he wasn’t my type, that I’d never date him, and he insisted that he wasn’t interested in dating me. He swore that he was simply trying to help me. Then he reminded me that Dexex was supposed to be paying him to photograph the wedding. If I left, Troy would lose a lot of credits.”

“So what happened next?” I asked as Nova drank the last of her cocktail.

“Oh, I moved in with Troy. I stayed in his guest bedroom for three weeks before I started sleeping with him. We had great fun together and even talked about getting married. If I had a time machine, I might go back and marry Troy.”

“I thought you’d go back and marry Dexex.”

“I don’t know what I’d do. I’d do something different, though, so I wouldn’t end up in a tiny cabin on a long-distance ship surrounded by angry people who do nothing but complain and eat cake.”

I looked down at the last few crumbs of cake on my plate. At least I haven’t been complaining, I thought.

“Anyway, Troy and I were together for a while, and then we both decided it wasn’t working any longer. I wanted to start traveling more, but he couldn’t really leave Val Segas. Most of his work was there. We parted on friendly terms, at least.”

“That’s good.”

“I’m sure, if we hadn’t, that I’d be a suspect in the mysterious attack on Troy this morning.”

“Mysterious?”

“There are all kinds of rumors going around B Deck about what might have happened to Troy. Someone said his injuries looked exactly like croccigator bites. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone searched all of our cabins, looking for the gator.”

“Do you really think Troy was attacked by a gator?”

Nova shrugged. “I don’t know what to think. I can’t imagine why anyone would attack Troy. He’s a kind, sweet guy. Okay, he was a bit annoying on the Lady Elizabeth because he kept taking so many stupid pictures, but if you told him to go away, he would.”

“Did you get a chance to speak to him on the ship?”

“Once or twice. He spent most of his time on A Deck. The people up here are far more likely to buy a few pictures than the people on B Deck. Aside from the family in the cabin next to mine, that is.”

“Oh?”

Nova giggled. “I can’t imagine how two middle-aged men and their two teenaged children are managing to fit into just one cabin, but they seem to be surviving. Actually, they seem to be having a wonderful time. Every time they saw Troy, they’d all stop and pose for a zillion pictures. One of the guys said that they wanted as many family photos as they could get.”

“I suppose that’s quite nice, really.”

“Yeah, except how many pictures do you need of your family standing in the same corridor?”

“The kids will probably change a lot over the twenty-six sectors.”

“Maybe.”

“But we’ve wandered off-topic. You were saying that you’d spoken to Troy only a few times since he joined the ship.”

“Yeah. I asked him how he was doing, and he told me that he’s going back to Val Segas to start over again. He was traveling as a photographer because InmonCorp had given him a free ticket in exchange for taking photos. Even though he has plenty of credits, Troy is incredibly frugal.”

“He said something to me about being worried about not being able to find a job when we get to Val Segas.”

“He’ll be fine,” Nova said with a wave of her hand. “He has plenty of credits in the bank, and he still owns his house and his studio on Val Segas.”

“I must have misunderstood him,” I muttered.

“He probably lied to you. He does that.”

I frowned. “Why would he lie to me?”

“To guilt you into buying some overpriced pictures, probably. Troy’s a great guy, but he’s always looking out for himself first and foremost. If he does you a favor, you’d better believe you’re going to pay for it one way or another.”

“I just hope he’s going to be okay.”

Nova shrugged. “I’m sure the medical department is taking great care of him. Becca is supposed to be very good. We rarely saw her on B Deck, of course, but now we have Linda, so Becca doesn’t ever have to come down to our level.”

“I met Linda yesterday. She seems very nice.”

“She does seem nice enough. It can’t be easy, listening to all of the passengers on B Deck complaining all the time. She’s probably passing out a lot of mood lifters and sleeping tablets.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Before I could come up with a reply, Nova got to her feet.

“I would imagine we’re supposed to return to B Deck as soon as we’ve finished eating,” she said.

“I’ve no idea.”

“I know a few people are hoping to sneak into the bar up here, but I quite like our little bar on B Deck. It’s smoky and dark, and it’s usually empty. I’m off to have a drink. It was nice meeting you.”

She turned and walked away.

“Nice meeting you,” I called after her.

A mech-bot hovered nearby. “Do you need anything else tonight?”

I shook my head. “No, thanks.”

“Two slices of rainbow cake. One moment please.”

“Not again,” I muttered. I grabbed my handbag and headed for the door. I might have beaten the bot if someone hadn’t grabbed my arm.

“Sorry,” the woman said when I turned to stare at her. “But I need to talk to you.”

“You do?”

She nodded. “I’m Molly Fitz. I know you found Troy. We need to talk.”

“I can’t imagine why. The man was unconscious when I found him. He didn’t wake up while I was there.”

Molly shrugged. “Just let me have five minutes of your time. I’ll buy you a drink in the bar. That’s better than just standing here.”

“Cake, cake, cake,” the bot said as it rushed toward me with a small tray.

“Did you order cake?” Molly asked.

I shook my head. “The bot keeps getting confused. It won’t listen when I try to tell it I didn’t ask for cake, either.”

Molly looked at the bot. “Go away,” she said firmly.

The bot whirred for a moment before slowly rotating and heading back to the kitchen. I could hear it whispering “cake” quietly as it went.

“Thanks,” I said to Molly.

She shrugged. “Are you grateful enough to let me buy you that drink?”

I swallowed a sigh. “Sure, why not?”

Molly’s smile was smug. She’d known all along that I was going to agree. As she began to walk briskly toward the door, I rushed to keep up with her. The bar wasn’t far away. It was dark and filled with fake smoke effects. From the doorway it looked as if every table was occupied.

Without hesitation, Molly walked through the room. I followed more slowly, waving my hand back and forth in front of my face to try to clear the air. A single table for two was sitting empty in one corner. The top of the table was red with “reserved” bouncing across the table’s screen every few seconds. Molly sat down and gestured for me to join her.
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“It was smart of you to reserve a table,” I told Molly as I sat down.

“Oh, I didn’t,” she said, tapping on the tabletop.

“Please scan your comms device,” the screen said.

Molly ran her wrist unit over the scanner.

“This table is reserved. Please move to another location,” the screen said.

“Whatever,” Molly said. She looked around and then leaned over and tapped the man at the next table on the shoulder. He was sitting alone at a table for two. “Can you order us a round of drinks?” she asked him.

He looked at her and then glanced at our table screen that had gone back to red. “What do you want?” he asked.

Molly looked at me. “Do you know what you want?”

“I need to see the menu.”

“But you can’t, because the screen is being difficult. Just order us each a fruity mai-garita,” Molly told the man. “Order four. Then we won’t have to bother you again.”

The man tapped on his table. “Service is slow tonight,” he warned Molly as he sent the order to the bar.

She shrugged. “It’s always slow in here. They should get rid of the waiters and just use bots like everywhere else does.”

“They barely have enough bots to take care of the restaurant,” he replied. “Although someone told me that there’s a team working on fixing up a few old bots that have been lying around the ship. Maybe, if they get them working, they’ll get put in here.”

“Just what we need, half-broken bots,” Molly said.

She sat back and looked at me for a moment.

“I’m not really sure why I’m here,” I said when the silence became uncomfortable.

“You’re here because I dragged you here. I often make people do things to suit me. I should probably apologize, but I won’t.”

“I could have said no.”

“But you’re far too polite to do so.”

“So why are we here?”

“How did you happen to find Troy?”

“I was supposed to meet him at eight to look at the pictures he’d taken of Singer.”

“Singer?”

“My cat.”

“Ah, the SuperNex that you were given to try to keep you from telling anyone about Allen Royce’s murder. I’d love a SuperNex. If you ever decide you don’t want to keep her, let me know.”

“I plan on keeping her forever.”

Molly shrugged. “People change their plans all the time.”

The waiter walked up to the next table and frowned. “Did you order four fruity mai-garitas?” he asked the man at the table.

“Yeah, for a friend,” the man replied, tipping his head toward Molly.

The waiter frowned. “That table is reserved,” he said.

“For who?” Molly demanded.

“That isn’t your concern,” the waiter replied.

Molly stared at him for a moment. I could almost see her calculating her next move. She stood up and moved closer to him.

“I need to have a private conversation with my friend,” she said in a low voice. “It won’t take long, though. We’ll talk fast and then go quietly, or maybe we’ll join our friends at the next table. Either way, we’ll move immediately if the person who reserved the table comes in. That’s fair, isn’t it?”

“You can’t sit at a reserved table,” the waiter replied.

“Why don’t you call the manager and have him come and talk to me?” Molly suggested.

“I’m going to do just that,” the waiter said. He put our drinks on the table next to ours and then walked away.

Molly laughed and then grabbed two of the glasses. She put them in front of me, before picking up the other two and putting them down on our table. As she slid back into her seat, I took a sip.

“They’re delicious, but they’re also very strong, so don’t drink too fast if you aren’t used to it,” Molly warned me.

“It’s so good,” I said, trying not to sound as surprised as I felt. The drink tasted of fruit juice and happiness, with just a small kick of warmth as you swallowed. “But we need to drink fast before we get thrown out.”

“No one is going to throw us out. At worst, they’ll make us move to another table, but by the time the manager gets here, we’ll be finished talking anyway.”

“If you say so.” I took another sip of my drink while wondering why I didn’t spend more time in the bar.

“You’ve already said that Troy didn’t say anything to you when you found him,” Molly said after she’d taken a large drink from one of her glasses.

“He was unconscious.”

“How bad were his injuries?”

“I have no idea. The medical mech-bot said he was in danger of bleeding to death and that he had a head injury. All I know is that he was covered in blood.”

Molly frowned. “So he was viciously attacked. Who would do such a thing?”

“Again, I have no idea. I believe Shawn Inmon is conducting an investigation, though.”

Molly laughed. “So we’ll never know what happened to Troy, then. Or maybe we will, once Troy recovers enough to tell us. The worry is that his head injury is so severe that he won’t ever fully recover.”

I nodded before taking another sip of my drink.

“Did it look very bad – the head injury, I mean?”

“I couldn’t see the head injury. It was to the back of his head, but he was lying face up.”

“Was there a lot of blood under his head, then?”

I closed my eyes. “I can’t remember,” I said after a moment. “To be honest, I did my best not to look at the body. I watched his chest for a minute, just to make sure he was breathing, and then I looked away.”

Molly frowned. “Do you know who I am?”

After a moment’s hesitation, I shook my head. I wasn’t sure why, but I didn’t think anyone should know about my conversation with Jonathan.

“I’m Molly Fitz. I’m a photographer. I mostly shoot weddings, and I mostly work on Val Segas.”

“That’s what Troy used to do,” I said. “He told me all about his old job when he was taking the pictures of Singer.”

“Yes. The thing is, I used to work with Troy. He, um, helped with some of my training.”

“Oh, so you know him well.”

“Yes,” Molly said with a wry smile. “And I’m not going to lie. I’m not happy that he’s going back to Val Segas.”

“Oh?”

“When he left, he sold me his business. I had to sell everything I owned in order to pay what he was asking. I’d made a good living working for him, but I hadn’t saved very much. In order to pay his asking price, I had to sell my large house and move into a tiny apartment. I sold my luxury transport and bought a secondhand YuGiesta.”

I nearly laughed out loud at the idea of the glamorous woman in front of me using a YuGiesta as her personal transport. The small economy transports were mocked across the galaxy as little more than cardboard boxes fitted with rocket boosters. Even on a bug chaser salary, I’d managed to buy a somewhat nicer transport than a YuGiesta.

“I put everything I had into the business, personally and financially. And for a short while, it looked very much as if I was going to fail. Nearly everyone who had bookings with Troy cancelled when they found out that I was taking over. Even though I’d been his assistant for years and had photographed hundreds of weddings by his side, no one trusted me. I had to work harder than I’ve ever worked to build my business up from nothing.”

“Good for you,” I said, lifting my glass in a kind of toast.

Molly shrugged. “I did what I had to do. And eventually, it worked. It took almost a year before I became the most in-demand photographer on Val Segas, but once that happened, I was able to get paid what I was worth for the first time. I bought a bigger house than the one I’d sold to buy the business and I bought a Lambergardonio.”

“Wow. I’ve never even seen one of those in person. They have amazing adverts, though.”

“They’re fast and they’re exciting to pilot, but they aren’t really practical in big cities. I keep it at my country house now. I have a lot more room there to fly it around at speed.”

“It sounds as if you have a wonderful life,” I said, taking another drink.

“I do have a wonderful life. It was going so well that I took a year off. I wanted to travel while I was still young enough to enjoy the adventure. I planet-hopped my way from Val Segas to Cenclare, stopping on every interesting planet along the way. I also visited a few not-so-interesting planets, but none of that really matters.”

She finished her first drink and set the empty glass aside.

“What does matter?” I asked before I took another sip.

“What matters is that I’m on my way back to Val Segas and so is Troy. If he decides to start doing wedding photography again, he could ruin my business.”

“That seems to give you a pretty strong motive for the attack,” I blurted out.

Molly looked amused. “I suppose it does, but I didn’t do it.”

“That’s good to know.”

“Of course you don’t believe me, but that’s okay. I know I didn’t do it.”

I shook my head, feeling confused and maybe just the tiniest bit drunk. “Why are we here?” I asked.

“I need to know just how dangerous Troy is to my future. Is he going to fully recover from his injuries or not?”

“You should be talking to Becca.”

“She won’t talk to me.”

“She might not know. Someone told me that head injuries can be tricky things. It might be a while before anyone knows whether Troy will recover or not.”

“In that case, I’d better continue with my original plan,” Molly said.

“Your original plan?”

“I’m doing what I can to protect my business. I just wish communications were a bit better on this ship.”

“It’s hard not being able to contact anyone for days on end.”

“Try running a business that way,” Molly said dryly. “When we were on Odontotyrannos, I managed to book a dozen weddings for the weeks right after we arrive on Val Segas. Every one of them paid a non-refundable deposit, so if any of them decide they’d rather have Troy shoot their wedding, I’ve at least made some money from them first.”

“That’s very good.”

“I’ll book another lot while we’re in Caboluxous and keep booking things until we arrive in Val Segas or until Troy announces that he’s going back to work.”

“What will you do if Troy does that?”

“Sue him,” Molly said with a nasty grin.

“Sue him?”

“When he sold me the business, he signed a contract that included a clause about him not starting a competing business for at least twenty years. If he tries to restart his business on Val Segas, I’ll take him to court.”

“It sounds as if you don’t have anything to worry about.”

She shrugged. “Courts in Val Segas don’t have the best reputation when it comes to enforcing contracts like the one that Troy and I signed. All Troy probably has to do is say that he’s going to start a new photography business taking pictures of things other than weddings and the courts will probably throw out my case. If he then starts slipping in a few weddings here and there, I won’t be able to do much.”

“What’s the point in signing a contract if the courts won’t enforce it?”

“On just about any other planet in the galaxy, the contract would be good. Val Segas plays by its own rules. The contract is better than nothing, but it’s no guarantee that my business is safe.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It doesn’t help that I just took a year off. I never would have done that if I’d known that Troy was thinking about coming back to Val Segas. He told me when he left that he would never be back. I shouldn’t have believed him.”

“Did he often lie to you?” I asked, remembering what Nova had said.

Molly shook her head. “He didn’t lie, but he could be creative when telling the truth. He had a way of saying things that would make me think one thing when he actually meant something else. When he said he was never returning to Val Segas, he probably said something like ‘I never want to come back here,’ which isn’t exactly the same as ‘I’m never coming back here,’ if you see what I mean.”

I nodded. “He told me he wants to find a job as a journalist.”

Molly laughed loudly. “Is he still talking about that? The man should have taken all of his money and started his own news site. Then he could have written his own reports and called himself a journalist. I suppose that wouldn’t have satisfied him, though. He just rather desperately wants someone to take him seriously as a reporter, even though he’s not really brave enough to investigate anything.”

“He’s not?”

“Definitely not. We used to talk about it sometimes. We heard a lot of stories while we were photographing weddings. Some of what we heard might have been of interest to the news sites, too, but whenever I suggested to Troy that he try learning more, he’d get all excited about the idea and then lose his nerve and not actually do anything.”

“He told me he thought there were croccigators on the ship.”

Molly laughed again. “We’ve all heard that rumor. It might be true. I can’t see that it matters. If they are here, they will be locked away somewhere. I’m certainly not interested in trying to find them. And if Troy said that he was going to go looking, I’d bet my last credit that he never left his cabin.”

“He was attacked in the corridor outside his cabin.”

Molly stared at me. “Are you suggesting that he was out looking for croccigators when he was attacked?

“Maybe. Why else would he have been out in the corridor late at night?”

“Knowing Troy, he was coming back from the bar.”

I shrugged. My first drink was gone, and I’d started on the second. I knew I was talking too much, but I was feeling quite warm, and the world had a lovely fuzzy glow.

“Whatever he told you, I can’t imagine Troy actually trying to find work in journalism. I know he hated weddings, but he was a good photographer and a better salesman. I was able to charge more for my time, but he was a master at selling tons of prints and photobooks and digital albums. No one buys actual photo prints these days, but they did when Troy was selling them.”

“Maybe you should see if he wants to come to work for you,” I suggested.

Molly stared at me. “That’s either a brilliant idea or the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. I’m not sure which.”

“Ignore me. I’ve had too much to drink.”

She picked up her second drink and emptied half of it in a single swallow. “We can get another round,” she said. “I think we’re nearly done talking.”

“Are we?”

“What else did Troy tell you about his future plans?”

“Just that he was certain he could get a job as a journalist if he could find proof that there are croccigators on the Lady Elizabeth.”

She sighed. “And knowing Troy, he never once stopped to think that looking for them could get him killed. Oh, I still don’t think he actually went looking, but just talking about them is dangerous, if they are here. If word of Troy’s suspicions got back to Shawn Inmon or one of the senior crew, and there truly are croccigators on this ship, then I’m surprised Troy survived the attack, really.”

“So you think someone on the crew attacked him?”

“I didn’t say that.” Molly looked around the room. “And I would never accuse anyone of any such thing,” she said loudly. “Troy should never have made such accusations without proof, and he also shouldn’t have been looking for proof. He should have kept his head down and taken his pictures.”

“You should want him to pursue journalism.”

“Maybe. If I truly believed that was what he wanted to do. I think he was just telling you what he thought would best get you on his side.”

“Maybe.” I shook my head and then regretted it as the room swung from side to side.

Molly grinned. “You don’t drink often, do you?” she asked as I grabbed the table to steady myself.

“Nope.”

“One more question, then.”

“Go ahead.”

“What happened to Troy? I know he was attacked and left for dead, but I couldn’t find out anything further. Someone said he’d been stabbed several times. Is that what happened?”

“I have no idea. There was a lot of blood. Like I said before, I didn’t look too closely.”

Molly frowned. “Did it look as if he’d been attacked by a person or an animal or a bot?”

“Yes.”

“That wasn’t a yes or no question.”

“All I know about attack wounds I learned from Battle Scars and Battle Damages,” I said, naming two popular games that simulated various types of combat. “I have no idea how accurate they are, but based on what I saw there, Troy looked as if he’d been attacked by either a person, or a bot with several blades, or maybe an animal with lots of teeth. Or maybe some combination of those things. Or maybe an angry bot-nimal.”

“Bot-nimals aren’t allowed on the ship. Only live animals that are registered pets are allowed on board.”

I shrugged. “I remember reading that, but I still can’t understand why. Bot-nimals are so much easier to look after.”

“But they break down a lot, and InmonCorp wasn’t about to add a bot-vet to the payroll to keep happy some spoiled kid on A Deck whose bot-dog developed a glitch.”

“I have heard that they break down a lot.”

“I had a bot-dog when I was a kid. It stopped working at least twice a day. Usually it just needed to be rebooted, but every time it was restarted, it had to be retrained to recognize my voice and then relearn all of its commands. That got to be less and less fun every day until I finally gave it to my neighbor. He played with it for two days and then gave it to another friend. I’m pretty sure that dog went through at least thirty owners before it finally short-circuited itself and exploded.”

“Surely they’ve improved over the years.”

Molly shrugged. “I have enough on my plate taking care of myself and my business. Bot-nimals need at least a minimal level of care, even if they don’t need anywhere near as much as real animals. I’d rather focus my attention on other things.”

I nodded. “I never had a bot-nimal and I never planned to have one of them or a real pet. Now that I have Singer, though, I can’t imagine life without her.”

“SuperNex are almost as easy to take care of as bot-nimals. I’d love to get my hands on one.”

“Singer isn’t for sale,” I said, more loudly than I’d intended.

Molly laughed. “Okay, okay. You don’t have to shout.”

“She’s very special to me.”

“I got that. And my business is very special to me. You’d kill to protect Singer, wouldn’t you?”

I hesitated. “I don’t know,” I said eventually.

“Well, the next time you’re talking to Colonel Brazee about the attack on Troy -- and everyone on the ship knows you two talk all the time -- remember this: If I had decided to get rid of Troy because I was worried that he might destroy my business, I would have done it right. Troy would have been ice-cold dead when you found him this morning.”

I gasped. Molly downed the last of her second drink and got up. She nodded at me and then turned and walked out of the bar.


EIGHT


My head was spinning as I watched her go. Some of that was probably due to the alcohol, but her words had shocked me. I took another sip of my drink and then looked around the crowded room. When I glanced at the bar, I saw that the waiter was frowning at me. That reminded me that I was sitting at a table where I shouldn’t have been. I jumped up from my seat. The room seemed to spin around me.

“Maybe you should switch to coffee,” the man at the table next to me said.

“I think I might take some Anti-Alc,” I replied.

He chuckled. “That takes away all the fun. You don’t want to be sober, just a bit less tipsy.”

I nodded before taking a step closer to the door.

“Why don’t you join me for a few minutes?” the man asked. “My friend hasn’t arrived yet and your friend has gone. You can sit with me until you think you can walk out of here in a straight line.”

I thought about arguing, but the door seemed quite far away, and walking felt like hard work. As I dropped into the chair opposite the man, I put my half-full drink down on his table.

“I’m Alex,” the man said.

“Diana.”

He grinned. “Everyone on the ship knows who you are. Every time we stop talking about you, you find another body.”

“Troy isn’t dead,” I said too loudly.

Alex chuckled. “But you did find him after he was attacked.”

“And that isn’t the least bit funny.” I frowned as unexpected tears filled my eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Alex said quickly. “It isn’t funny. I’m sure it was quite horrible.”

He reached across the table and patted my hand.

“It was very horrible,” I said, digging in my bag for a tissue.

“Here,” Alex said, passing me a small packet of tissues.

I took one out and wiped my eyes. The tears had made my nose run, though, so I had to take a second tissue and blow my nose. The third one dried my eyes again. I crumpled the tissues together and put them on the corner of the table before taking a big drink from my glass.

“Sorry about that,” I said. “And thanks.” I pushed the nearly empty tissue packet back toward him.

“Keep it. I have more. You never know when you’re going to need a tissue.”

“I seem to need them far too often,” I muttered as I put the small packet into my bag.

“It is rather odd, how often you seem to find bodies. I don’t believe in good or bad luck, really, but you do seem to have quite bad luck.”

I nodded. “I’m surprised I don’t drink more.”

Alex laughed loudly. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in here before, actually,” he said.

“Are you here a lot?”

“Too much. Space travel is incredibly boring. I travel a lot. I know space travel is boring. I don’t know why I thought this trip would be any different.”

“It’s a luxury ship with every amenity. It’s not supposed to be boring.”

“Are you saying you aren’t bored?”

I frowned. “I’m not bored because I’m studying. I’m trying to learn coding before we get to Val Segas.”

“Studying is a great idea. Maybe I should take a class or two.”

“What do you do?”

“I work for my mother. She owns a chain of hotels across the galaxy. I shouldn’t be telling you this, because one of the things I do is visit the hotels anonymously to see how they’re treating guests. Don’t tell anyone what I just said.”

I laughed. “I won’t.”

He shrugged. “She owns three hotels on Val Segas. Once we get there, I’m going to spend a week in each of them. After that, I’m supposed to reveal who I truly am and then take over managing the region.”

“That sounds like very hard work.”

“I’ve managed several of my mother’s properties before. My degree is in business management, and my mother raised me with the expectation that one day I’ll take over her company.”

“What if you’d decided you didn’t want to manage hotels for a living?”

Alex grinned. “For a few years, when I was in my teens, I didn’t want to manage hotels for a living. The problem was, I didn’t know what I did want to do. I changed my mind every other week until my mother finally put me to work in one of her hotels. I started out working at the front desk, and within a few weeks I realized that I loved the business.”

“That must have made your mother happy.”

“Oh, it did. I’m an only child, and my mother really doesn’t want to leave her business to any of my cousins."

"Really? What’s wrong with your cousins?”

“Everything,” Alex said with a hearty laugh. “It’s a very long story, though. I’d rather talk about you. Rumor has it you’re only on A Deck because you found that first body.”

“That’s true. I was upgraded from B Deck when I found Allen Royce.”

“And I’ve heard that you and Colonel Jonathan Brazee are good friends.”

“We found Allen’s body together. It was a weirdly bonding experience.”

“But he wasn’t with you when you found Troy this morning, was he?”

I shook my head.

“What happened to Troy?”

“I have no idea. He was badly injured. That’s all I know.”

Alex nodded and then leaned closer to me. “I heard the croccigators got him. Rumor has it the crew walks them around B Deck in the middle of the night.”

“I think that’s pretty unlikely. If there were croccigators on the ship, and the gators needed exercise, surely the crew would walk them on C Deck.”

“The only thing I know for sure is that croccigators do need exercise. One of the things I thought I wanted to do when I was fourteen or fifteen was own a zoo. That idea lasted longer than most. I spent a lot of time planning the layout of the zoo and learning everything I could about the animals I planned to exhibit. Croccigators alternate between very active periods and rest periods every day. They walk or swim several miles in search of prey before resting for hours at a time.”

“Maybe they’re only active because they need to find food. Maybe, if they’re kept fed, they’d just rest all the time.”

“Not at all. Zoos around the galaxy have found that they need to give their gators lots of exercise. If the gators don’t get enough physical activity, they get increasingly aggressive.”

“And no one wants to be around an aggressive croccigator.”

“They used to attack zoo staff regularly, but now that zoos are starting to understand them better, attacks are far less common. Most croccigator exhibits now include a significant amount of space for the animals to run and large pools where they can swim. The days of keeping them in small enclosures with tiny ponds are long gone.”

I swallowed the last of my drink. “As fascinating as this conversation is, I’m struggling to stay awake. Besides, I need to give Singer her bedtime snack.”

“Singer is your cat, right? She used to belong to Allen Royce, didn’t she? I’d love a SuperNex.”

“She is my cat, and she did belong to Allen Royce, and she isn’t for sale,” I replied in a rush.

“That’s okay,” Alex chuckled. “I just said I wanted a SuperNex. That doesn’t mean I want your SuperNex.”

I slowly got to my feet. “It was nice meeting you,” I said as I picked up my bag.

“Likewise. I hope I’ll see you here a bit more often. I’ve enjoyed our conversation.”

I nodded. I’d enjoyed the conversation, too, even if I hadn’t really wanted to learn that much about croccigators. “Good night.”

The door still seemed quite far away, but I managed to get there without tripping over my own feet. The corridor seemed more brightly lit than normal after the dark bar. I walked back to my cabin squinting the entire way. Singer was asleep in her bed when I got inside.

“Lights to half,” I said to my smart cube as the door shut behind me.

The lights were set up to turn on full when I walked into the cabin. That was normally fine, but tonight it was too much light. I took an Anti-Alc tablet before I got ready for bed. As I drifted off to sleep, I found myself wanting to know more about Alex, who was both handsome and friendly.
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I woke up two minutes before my alarm was due to go off. Frowning, I canceled the alarm and rolled out of bed.

“The Anti-Alc worked,” I told Singer happily. “I feel fine this morning.”

She was still stretched out in her bed and didn’t seem the least bit interested in that fact. I took a shower and got dressed for the day. My stomach rumbled as I headed out the door. Breakfast was calling.

“Table seven, table seven, table eight,” the mech-bot in the restaurant told me.

I shrugged and followed it across the room. The table it led me to had a sticker on the side that said “twelve” but I didn’t argue with the bot.

I was still scrolling through the breakfast menu when someone sat down opposite me. Having not heard the bot approaching, I jumped and quickly looked up. Malorie Cooper smiled at me.

“I didn’t hear the bot,” I said.

“I decided to seat myself,” Malorie replied.

“Can you do that?”

She laughed. “I can do whatever I want.” She tapped on the table and groaned. “And I can do it better after coffee,” she added, pushing hard on the order button.

I placed my own order while Malorie swiped back and forth through the menu screens. The serving trolley with our drinks arrived a moment later. Malorie picked up the extra-large mug of coffee and took a huge swallow.

“That is so much better,” she said.

I nodded before taking a sip of my own coffee. As I took a second sip, Malorie put her mug down and smiled at me.

“We haven’t talked in ages. How are you?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” I replied, surprised by the question. “How are you?”

“Oh, you know.” She waved an arm. “Busy, busy, busy. I’ve been reading through scripts. Two or three of those I’ve read actually have some merit, which was a nice surprise. But that means I’ve been trying to negotiate video production rights and all of the things that go along with them while traveling on this ship that has terrible communication links.”

“I thought all long-distance space craft had issues with external communication.”

“They do, but they shouldn’t. The technology exists to enable communication, even at the speed at which we’re traveling. The problem is that technology is expensive and no one wants to pay for it. The owners of the ships always argue that long-distance space travel is already very expensive. They don’t want to add to the cost just to provide a few demanding guests with better communication links.”

“Long-distance space travel is very expensive.”

“Yes, but communication links are vital for so many of us. I’m going to be very upset if I lose out on a video deal because I’m stuck on this stupid ship.”

“We’ll be stopping on another planet in the next sector.”

“And we’re staying on Caboluxous for two days, which should give me enough time to finalize a few deals, anyway. But that’s enough about me. How are you, really? I know finding Allen Royce’s body was quite difficult for you. And since then, you’ve found a number of other bodies. I’m sure it has all been quite traumatic.”

“It hasn’t been easy, but I don’t let myself think about it, really.”

“And then yesterday you found poor old Troy. I was shocked when I heard he’d been attacked. I can’t imagine what happened. Who would want to attack Troy Dyffryn, everyone’s favorite friendly photographer?”

“I have no idea.”

“But you’d been spending a lot of time with him before he was attacked.”

As I shook my head, the serving trolley with our food arrived. As I removed the lid from my plate full of eggs, bacon, and toast, Malorie opened up her fruit plate.

“Singer had a photo session with him, that’s all,” I said after my first bite.

Malorie stabbed a piece of melon with her fork. “Knowing Troy, you heard his entire life story while he was taking pictures of your kitty, though.”

“He told me a bit about his past, but not much. I found out that he used to be a very successful wedding photographer, but he’s always wanted to be a journalist.”

Malorie laughed. “Is he still talking about that? He’s a good photographer. He should keep his focus on what he does well and leave investigative journalism to other people.”

“Maybe he’ll give up on the idea now that he’s been injured.”

“What happened to him?”

“I have no idea. I just found him.”

“How did he look?”

“Badly injured.”

Malorie pushed a piece of fruit around on her plate. “Someone told me that he’d been badly beaten up, maybe with a metal bar or something.”

“All I can tell you is that there was a lot of blood.”

“That same person said he had a head injury.”

I hesitated before I nodded. I probably wasn’t supposed to be talking about what I’d seen, but I was pretty sure the entire ship knew as much as I did by now. “The medical mech-bot said he did, anyway.”

“The last I heard, he hadn’t regained consciousness yet.”

“All I know is that he was unconscious when Becca took him away. I haven’t heard any updates.”

“Maybe Jonathan can share one with you when you see him later.”

“If I see him later.”

“He’ll be investigating, of course. This sort of thing is right up his alley.”

“Is it?”

“You know it is.”

I took a bite of toast and chewed slowly. I actually knew very little about Jonathan. When I’d tried to look for him on the Interweb, I was told he didn’t exist. Everyone on the ship seemed to know exactly who he was, though. I knew he was retired from the Space Corps and that he’d been instrumental in every murder investigation I’d been involved in since I’d boarded the ship. Beyond that, the man was a mystery to me.

Malorie smiled and then gave a small shrug. “The thing is, Troy and I have some history.”

“You do?”

She laughed. “Not romantic history, obviously. Troy isn’t the sort of man I’d ever date. But we did work together a very long time ago for a very few seconds.”

“Seconds?”

“Weeks, then, but it wasn’t much more than a month or two.”

“I assume this was when he was working on Val Segas.”

“Oh, yes, of course. He wasn’t just working on Val Segas, though. He was the most famous photographer on the planet. He shot mostly weddings, but a few large companies were able to get him to shoot adverts for them. We did a couple of things together at that time.”

“And then what happened?”

“Nothing, really. I took other assignments, which took me away from Val Segas. Troy went back to his weddings. I think we both assumed that we’d work together again eventually, but it hasn’t happened yet. Of course, Troy eventually left Val Segas to do other things.”

“So you didn’t have a fight or anything?” I asked.

Malorie glanced at me before looking away. “Not at all,” she said.

She was a good actress, but I didn’t believe her. “Maybe you’ll be able to work together again once we reach Val Segas, then.”

“I doubt it. I don’t do advert work any longer. I’m not going to be doing much acting in the future, either, if my plans fall into place. But that’s a conversation for another day. For today, I just wanted to be sure that Troy hadn’t said anything about me when you spoke to him.”

“He never mentioned your name and neither did I.”

Malorie looked relieved. “I can’t imagine why he would have, really, but I’m glad he didn’t. I’ve always thought he was slightly annoyed with me when we stopped working together, even though it wasn’t my fault.”

“Well, if he was, he didn’t say anything about it to me.”

“Excellent. And now I really must dash. I have a dozen more scripts to get through before we reach Cabo. It was lovely talking to you.”

She jumped up and quickly walked away. I stared after her, wondering how she could walk at all in her stilettos. As I finished my breakfast, I noticed that Malorie hadn’t eaten very much. Perhaps that was the secret to fitting into the skintight dresses she seemed to prefer.

“Do you need anything else?” a passing mech-bot asked.

I hesitated and then decided I deserved a treat. “A slice of vanilla cake, please.”

“Vanilla cake, cake, cake, vanilla, chocolate, cake, cake,” the bot said before it flew away.

I sat at the table, waiting for my cake, for several minutes. Eventually, as the dining room began to get quite full, I gave up and headed for the door. Three different mech-bots flew past me as I walked, but none of them were the bot that I’d asked for cake. That bot seemed to have vanished.

Feeling both slightly disappointed and a tiny bit tempted to pop down to B Deck to get something from the cake machine, I walked back to my cabin. Singer was standing on my desk, playing with my study cube. I took it away from her and checked that it was secure. Then I picked her up and gave her a cuddle.

“Ready to go visit Jonathan?” I asked her. “He might let us see the pictures that Troy took.”

“Merooww,” Singer replied.

I tucked her into my pocket. As I turned toward the door, I grabbed her collar and leash just in case anyone challenged me about the rules. Elbowing the switch, I took a step forward as the door slid open and very nearly walked directly into a mech-bot.

“Your cake,” it said, dropping a box of cake on the corridor floor.

I stared as it turned and flew back toward the restaurant. Then I picked up the box of cake. The bounce on the floor had dented the box, and I could see through the clear window of the packaging that the cake’s icing was now smeared just about everywhere in the box, but none of that would change the flavor. After putting the box on my desk, I turned back to the door. This time I got out of my room without incident. Feeling oddly nervous, I turned and walked toward Jonathan’s cabin.


NINE


“You’re right on time,” Jonathan said when he opened his door to my knock. “And you brought Singer.”

“You said you thought she might enjoy visiting.”

“And I was right,” Jonathan replied, laughing as Singer purred excitedly as he reached for her. “Sit down.”

Jonathan was staying in one of the luxury suites on A Deck. His cabin had its own small living room with comfortable couches and chairs. I sat down on one of the couches. He sat opposite me in a chair that looked both expensive and comfortable.

“Order a drink if you want one,” he suggested, nodding at the small table between us.

I tapped on the table and then scrolled through the drink and snack menu. Eventually, I settled on a cup of hot cara-choc. After placing my order, Jonathan added his. I’d barely settled back in my seat before the table beeped and the top slid back. Our drinks slowly rose from the delivery lift below the table. We grabbed our cups before the table’s top slid back into place.

“I’d order drinks every half hour if I had this in my cabin,” I said after a sip of the delicious chocolatey drink.

“You’d get tired of it eventually. I do order a lot of coffee first thing in the morning, but then I usually forget all about it unless I have guests.”

And do you have guests often? I wondered. Again, I was reminded that I actually knew very little about Jonathan.

“I haven’t looked at them yet, but Jerry did send me copies of every photo that Troy took since his arrival on the Lady Elizabeth.”

“Going through them all will probably take hours.”

“I thought we’d skim through them. There are thousands of them, though. I set my computer on the job of going through them for now. It’s supposed to be looking for anything unusual.”

“Is there any chance you can access any photos that Troy deleted? If someone really didn’t want his or her picture taken, maybe that person made Troy delete them.”

“That’s a good point. I’ll have the computer scan the files that I was sent. I don’t know if it will be able to find deleted images or not, but we can try.”

I sipped my drink while Jonathan typed several commands into his comms device. Singer kept trying to catch his fingers as he worked. Eventually, I leaned over and picked her up.

“You are a very naughty kitty,” I told her.

She stared at me for a second and then tried to steal a sip of my drink.

“Order her a treat or two,” Jonathan suggested without looking up from his typing.

“She’s behaving badly. She doesn’t deserve a treat.”

“She’s just playing.”

He put his comms down and then tapped on the table. A few seconds later, the top slid back and a small bowl of cat treats appeared. Singer jumped out of my hand and landed on top of the bowl. I grabbed her and the bowl quickly, before the lift began to lower again.

“You almost got lost in the lift system,” I said to Singer. “If the top of the table had slid back while you were in there, I probably would have lost you forever.”

I hugged her tightly while she struggled to get away from me and over to her bowl of treats.

“She would have jumped off as soon as the lift started going down,” Jonathan said. “She’s too smart to get lost.”

“She got lost on C Deck.”

He shrugged. “I got an update from the medical wing this morning.”

“How is Troy?”

“Recovering slowly. He’s currently sedated to allow his brain to heal. Becca is planning to lower his sedation levels tomorrow. The hope is that he’ll wake up and remember everything that happened to him.”

“What did happen to him? We know someone or something attacked him. If it wasn’t croccigators, what was it?”

“It wasn’t croccigators. We talked about this.”

“I know we did. But if a person attacked Troy, how did that person make it look as if Troy had been attacked by croccigators? We didn’t talk about that.”

Jonathan frowned. “I haven’t seen the full report on Troy’s injuries. If they are consistent with an animal attack, then perhaps the person who attacked Troy used a robotic animal. You can buy a bot-nimal of just about any animal these days.”

“Why would anyone want a croccigator bot?”

“I believe some people use them to guard their property.”

“I suppose that makes some sense. I know I wouldn’t try to break into a house that had a croccigator bot. But I thought bots weren’t supposed to attack people, even guard-bots.”

Jonathan nodded. “Guard-bots are allowed to use necessary force to restrain someone, though. And I’m told it’s not terribly difficult to manipulate the programming to make the bots more aggressive.”

“But how would someone get a croccigator bot on the ship? They’re against regulation, aren’t they?”

“Bot-nimals are not allowed on board, but people don’t always follow the rules.”

“I can imagine someone sneaking a baby croccigator bot onto the ship, but I can’t see a baby injuring Troy as badly as he was injured.”

“Maybe our someone did some shopping on Odontotyrannos.”

“You think someone bought a full-sized croccigator bot on Odontotyrannos?”

“It’s a possibility. There are a number of shops on the planet that sell them, everything from toy models that would be safe enough that children could play with them, all the way through the guard-bots we were just discussing.”

“So is that what you think happened to Troy? Do you think someone bought a croccigator bot and used it to attack Troy?”

Jonathan took a sip of his drink. “Actually, no, I don’t,” he said after a moment. “I think someone went to a lot of trouble to make it look as if Troy was attacked by a croccigator, but I think he was attacked by a person.”

“A person using multiple blades?”

“A person using a weapon with blades laid out in the same way that croccigator teeth are arranged. It’s a very effective arrangement, really. Croccigators are very successful predators.”

“Where would anyone get that sort of weapon?”

Jonathan chuckled. “You can buy anything and everything on Odontotyrannos, remember?”

“I didn’t see any adverts for weapons while I was there.”

“That’s because the advertising that you see is tailored toward what the planet’s systems think you are most likely to buy. I was shown adverts for weapons.”

I finished the last of my drink while I wondered why the computers on Odontotyrannos thought that Jonathan was shopping for weapons.

“I think we should focus our attention on other things,” Jonathan said as I put my cup down. “Let’s assume that anyone on the ship could have bought a weapon on Odontotyrannos that would have given Troy the injuries that you saw. Let’s talk about the men and women who knew Troy before he joined us.”

“You say men and women, but you only told me about women when we talked before.”

“That’s because I didn’t know that Troy and Jerry Weible knew one another before Troy joined the crew.”

I threw up my hands. “Well, there you are. Jerry did it. I can see him having an actual croccigator or two at his disposal. He probably keeps them as his personal pets.”

Jonathan laughed. “I know you don’t care for the man, but I don’t believe that Jerry is keeping croccigators in his suite.”

“His suite? Why am I surprised that he has a suite? I suppose I never really thought about it before right now. He isn’t officially part of the crew. He works for Shawn. Do he and Shawn have suites on A Deck, then?”

“No, they have suites on X Deck. There’s a large and ridiculously luxurious owner’s suite up there. That’s where Shawn is staying, of course. There are also a few smaller suites. When I say smaller, I mean smaller than the owner’s suite. They’re still larger than my suite.”

I looked around the living room. It wasn’t huge, but I suspected the bedroom behind it was larger. It was more room than I had, and considerably larger than the cabins on B Deck.

“So Jerry has a large suite on X Deck,” I said.

“Yes, and so does Captain Ryder.”

“At least he seems to work hard. Did you know that people from B Deck are going to be allowed to eat in our restaurant once in a while now?”

“I did. Captain Ryder and I discussed it over drinks one night last week. The people on B Deck are getting restless, and we still have twenty-two sectors to go. Sharing some of the amenities on A Deck with them makes sense.”

I nodded. “So Jerry is a suspect in the attack on Troy,” I said, dragging the subject back to Troy. “How do they know each other?”

“Jerry worked in security for one of the largest casinos on Val Segas – one owned by InmonCorp, actually. Their wedding chapel was a favorite location for the weddings that Troy photographed. Some of Troy’s very high-profile clients would also have been closely watched by Jerry and his security team. There will have been occasions when Troy would have had to coordinate things through Jerry’s office.”

“But did Troy ever actually meet Jerry?”

“Yes, on at least one occasion. Jerry admitted as much when I spoke to him.”

“You are going to tell me the story, aren’t you?” I asked as Jonathan sipped his drink.

“Yes, of course. It was at a wedding. Troy was taking the pictures and Jerry was managing the security personally. If I told you who was getting married, you’d understand why Jerry was there.”

“Who was getting married?” I demanded.

Jonathan chuckled and then said the name of one of the galaxy’s most controversial people. The man in question was either a lying, thieving criminal who’d taken over a vulnerable planet and nearly destroyed it, or a hero who’d attempted to save a dying planet but ultimately failed because of forces outside of his control. After a landslide election victory, he’d taken over control of his planet’s unbelievably complex political system. Five years later, he was voted out of office and was forced to flee the planet. What had happened over those five years was the source of a lot of controversy.

“I didn’t know he was married. When did he get married?”

“The wedding was conducted on Val Segas in secret the week after he took over the planet’s government. That’s why Jerry handled security personally. Troy took the pictures and took care that none of them were ever leaked anywhere. The marriage only lasted for a few weeks.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“What matters for our purposes is that Jerry and Troy had to work together for a short while, and I’m told it didn’t go well.”

“Oh? What could possibly have gone wrong? Troy was taking pictures while Jerry was, I assume, standing in the corner glaring at everyone.”

Jonathan laughed. “That’s exactly what went wrong. Troy got upset because apparently Jerry was everywhere. Troy seemed to think that Jerry was deliberately ruining the pictures. I was told that Troy got increasingly upset before finally saying something to Jerry, after which Jerry actually did deliberately start trying to ruin every picture.”

I sighed. “I can totally see that.”

“Regardless, I’m told that by the end of the day the two men were furious with one another. Apparently, Troy refused to photograph weddings at that casino for several months until Jerry was forced to send him an official apology.”

“Wow. Jerry must have hated that.”

“No doubt, but the casino was losing business.”

“All of that happened years ago, though. Do you think Jerry is still angry about it?”

“I suspect Jerry was quite pleased when he found out that Troy was joining the crew of the Lady Elizabeth. He was probably delighted to learn that Troy was desperate for a job and a ride back to Val Segas. I can imagine Jerry enjoying watching Troy going from table to table in the restaurant trying to persuade people to let him take pictures. It’s quite a comedown for the man who used to be in very high demand.”

“So he didn’t have any reason to attack Troy.”

“I can also see Jerry holding a grudge for decades.”

I nodded. “I can believe that.”

“So Jerry is on the short list. I don’t suppose you’ve talked to Malorie since Troy’s attack.”

“I have, actually. We had breakfast together today.”

“Really? Did she have anything to say about Troy?”

“She told me that they worked together for a few weeks or maybe months and then simply stopped working together.”

Jonathan chuckled. “No one is going to believe that. They were both making a lot of money from working together. It would have taken something pretty significant for them both to walk away from that.”

“She asked me a lot of questions about Troy’s injuries.”

“Either because she’s nosy or because she wanted you to think that she didn’t know anything about the injuries that she’d caused.”

I frowned. “I didn’t think of that.”

“I’m going to be talking to Molly Fitz later. You should come with me.”

“I already talked to her.”

“You have been busy.”

I shrugged. “She found me and asked me to have a drink with her. She wanted to ask me about finding Troy.”

“Why?”

“She’s worried that he’s going to start taking wedding pictures again when he gets back to Val Segas.”

“She should be worried.”

“Yeah, she told me to tell you that if she’d decided to get rid of Troy, he would have been dead when I found him.”

“Did she? Now I’m very much looking forward to meeting her later.”

“I also met Nova Amaris. We had dinner together. The bots put us together, though. She didn’t come looking for me.”

“The first of the B Deck dinner guests. What did Nova have to say about Troy?”

“That he was a nice guy. She said that a dozen times, probably. She said that if she could turn back time, she’d marry him. But she also said that she’d have gone through with her wedding to Dexex if she could turn back time, so I don’t know what to believe.”

“I’m not sure you can believe anything she said.”

“Probably not.”

“And you already know Kelly, so you’ve met everyone on my short list now.”

“And I still can’t imagine Kelly being involved.”

“Have you spoken to her since the attack?”

“No. I haven’t seen her.”

“Maybe you should make an effort to see her.”

“I assume you’re going to be questioning her.”

“I will be, yes, probably tomorrow. You can join us.”

“No, thank you. I really don’t want to be involved.”

“So now that you’ve had a chance to meet all of the suspects, who do you think was behind the attack?”

I frowned. “I have no idea, but if I have to choose, I’ll put Jerry at the top of my list.”

Jonathan laughed. “I would have bet my last credit that you were going to say that. Who comes next after Jerry, though?”

“Originally, I put Nova next, but that was before I’d met her. Now that I’ve met her, I suppose I’d still put her next. I liked her better than I liked Molly, but I think Molly was telling me the truth. If she’d decided to kill Troy, he’d be dead.”

“What if she’d just decided to make sure he wouldn’t compete with her business?”

“By causing serious but not deadly injuries?”

“Exactly. The head injury might be enough to keep him from ever returning to work. Even if he does recover, the process could take a while. If nothing else, the attack on Troy gives Molly more time to protect her business.”

“And if she were to get caught, at least she wouldn’t be facing murder charges.”

“Exactly, although if she was behind the attack, I’m sure she doesn’t expect to get caught.”

“So maybe she comes next after Jerry. I can’t decide between her and Nova.”

“And then Mal and then Kelly?”

“Yes, although I don’t think either of them had anything to do with the attack. If it wasn’t Jerry or Nova or Molly, maybe it was someone who’d only recently met Troy.”

“And maybe we’ll learn something from the photos,” Jonathan said.

He tapped on his comms and scrolled through a few screens.

“Has the computer finished processing the pictures?” I asked as he frowned at his comms.

“It has. I’m going to switch to my main machine.”

He got up and walked to the wall. The touch of a button made the wall slide to one side. A large desk with a computer and a huge monitor were revealed. There was a chair pushed in under the desk. Jonathan pulled it out and sat down. Then he switched the machine on. A few moments later, he looked over at me.

“Drag a chair over and let’s see what we’ve found.”

I walked over to the desk and then pulled the nearest chair over to sit next to Jonathan.

“I had the system try to identify anything out of the ordinary,” Jonathan said. “And I had it look for deleted images. It found four hundred deleted images.”

“That isn’t all that many,” I said thoughtfully.

“I put that badly. That isn’t all of the deleted images, just the ones that the computer flagged. There are thousands of others that the computer identified as being deleted for obvious reasons.”

“Obvious reasons?”

Jonathan tapped on the screen. A moment later, he began to scroll through photos. I laughed as picture after picture showed someone blinking or yawning or scratching somewhere. After the first hundred, I put up my hand.

“Okay, okay. I get it. I can see why those photos were deleted.”

“Let’s look at those the computer flagged.” He scrolled through the four hundred pictures quickly.

“So the computer can’t detect it when people make weird faces,” I said as Jonathan reached the end of the collection.

“It seems that way, anyway. I can understand why every one of those photos was deleted.”

“Me too.”

“The next group we’re going to look at were identified as containing animals or bot-nimals or things other than people.”

“So the pictures of Singer should be in this set.”

“I would hope so.”

Jonathan scrolled through a few pictures of a small boy holding a large cuddly stuffed toy.

“What is that supposed to be?” I asked.

“I think it’s a snorfflax. They’re native to Fordayne. They look cute, but they’re deadly.”

I stared at the toy. “I don’t think it’s cute.”

Jonathan laughed. “I think it’s cuter than the kid.”

I laughed as Jonathan scrolled again. Troy had captured a number of shots of Carolyn Henry and her SuperNex. None of them were actually posed, though. It looked as if Troy had taken most of them without Carolyn knowing. After those pictures came the hundreds of photos of Singer. I smiled as Jonathan scrolled through them. Singer sat on my lap, staring at the screen the entire time.

“She’s very photogenic,” Jonathan said when he reached the end of the collection.

“She is. I hope Troy remembers that he promised me a print of my favorite picture from the shoot. I’m not sure how I’m going to choose which one to get, though.”

“I can print every image from the shoot for you in whatever size you want.”

“That seems like cheating.”

Jonathan laughed. “Let’s keep going for now. We can talk about the pictures of Singer later.”

I nodded. “What’s next?”

“The good stuff. The pictures that the computer identified as being of interest.”

“I can’t wait to see what the computer finds interesting.”

Ten minutes later, I was yawning. “None of these pictures are at all interesting.”

“I’m going to agree with you there. Let’s stop for now. I can go through the entire set later, when I’m bored.”

“I can’t believe you’ll get that bored.”

He shrugged. “Let me see if the computer found anything else of interest.”

“You mean anything at all of interest.”

Jonathan scrolled through a few screens and then whistled.

“What?”

“I had the computer sort by image. Troy has taken ninety-six images of you since he joined the ship.”

“So?”

“So, on average, he’s taken eighty-one pictures of each individual on A Deck and twenty-seven pictures of each person on B Deck. There are a few notable exceptions, though.”

“Nova said she knew someone who kept getting family photos done.”

Jonathan pulled up a picture of a happy family. “There are two hundred and six pictures of this family in the overall set.”

“Interesting.”

“That’s the largest number of any one person or group, aside from one person.”

“Oh?”

“There is one person on the ship who has been photographed nearly two thousand times.”

I frowned. “Who?”

Jonathan tapped on the screen. I stared at the picture of Kelly Collins.
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“She isn’t looking at the camera,” I said after a moment.

Jonathan nodded and then began scrolling. I watched as hundreds of pictures of my friend whizzed past.

“She isn’t looking at the camera in any of them,” I said after a while. “She didn’t know he was taking them.”

“I’m inclined to agree. We haven’t seen a single posed picture.”

“I told you that he avoided her when he saw her in the restaurant.”

“You did. So why was he taking pictures of her without her knowledge?”

“Maybe he was stalking her.”

“That’s one possibility.”

“You need to talk to Kelly.”

“You should come with me when I do.”

I frowned as he continued to scroll through hundreds more photos. Many of them had been taken in the restaurant. I saw Kelly putting a bite into her mouth, Kelly chewing, Kelly pushing her plate away.

“Kelly at breakfast,” Jonathan said. “Kelly at lunch, and Kelly at dinner.”

“And there’s Kelly at the bar,” I added. “He took pictures of her every day, all day.”

Jonathan stopped scrolling and began tapping on his comms. I stared at a picture of Kelly walking out of her cabin as he did so.

“I’m going to talk to Kelly this afternoon at two,” he said after a minute. “I’ve moved Molly to later in the day.”

“How could Troy have taken this many pictures of her without her noticing?”

“I don’t know. That’s one thing I’m going to ask her.”

He kept scrolling. Eventually, he reached the last photo of Kelly.

“Did the computer find anything else interesting?” I asked as I shut my eyes and leaned back in my chair.

“A group of photos that are not of people or animals.” Jonathan tapped a few times.

“Those are Kelly’s shoes,” I said. “I recognize them.”

He sighed and slowly scrolled through a dozen pictures of women’s shoes.

“I’m pretty sure those are Kelly’s feet in every picture,” I said when he reached the end of the set.

“I’m going to have a lot to talk about with Troy when he recovers,” Jonathan said.

“If I’d known about his obsession with Kelly, I never would have agreed to let Singer pose for him.”

“Maybe he can explain.”

I stared at him. “How? What possible explanation could there be?”

“I don’t know. Let’s see what Kelly has to say.”

“Are you expecting her to say that she asked Troy to take as many candid photos of her as he possibly could?”

“No, but anything is possible.”

I shook my head. “Now I’m worried about Troy recovering and going back to stalking my friend. Once he recovers, I think he needs to be fired.”

“I don’t know about that, but I can promise you that he won’t be taking any more pictures of Kelly without her express permission. And I’ll be deleting all of these from his computer’s drives. If Kelly was aware of what was happening, does that give her a motive in the attack on Troy?”

“No!” I said emphatically. “If Kelly knew, she would have said something to Troy to make him stop. If that didn’t work, she could have gone to Captain Ryder and gotten Troy fired. She didn’t have any reason to attack Troy.”

“I’m not going to argue, but I am keeping her on my short list.”

“You can do what you like. I’m not getting involved.”

I got to my feet. “Are we done?” I asked.

Jonathan looked back at the computer. “There isn’t anything else out of the ordinary here. I’m going to spend another hour or so going through the pictures, looking for something the computer missed. You’re welcome to stay and help, but if you have better things to do, I understand.”

“I’m in the middle of a section of coding for my course. I’d like to get back to it.”

“I’ll see you later, then.”

“You will?”

He chuckled. “I thought you might like to join me when I speak to Kelly.”

“I don’t want to get involved,” I said flatly as I headed for the door.

“I’ll probably visit you tomorrow, after I’ve talked to all of the suspects. I’ll want to tell someone what I’ve learned.”

“You should be talking to Shawn. He’s meant to be in charge of the investigation.”

“Has he spoken to you about what you found yet?”

“No, but maybe he’s too busy watching security footage and speaking to suspects.”

“He should start with a complete report on what you saw. As far as I can determine, no photos were taken of the scene before Becca took the body away.”

“There’s an odd irony to that, considering Troy was a photographer.”

Jonathan nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Singer and I made our way back to our cabin. Inside, I flopped down in a chair and sighed.

“I can’t believe Troy was stalking Kelly,” I muttered.

“Merooow,” Singer said.

“I wish I knew what that meant.”

Singer stared at me. For a moment, I thought she was about to say something. We both jumped when my comms buzzed.

“Hey, I’m talking to Jonathan at two. Come with me?”

I read the message from Kelly multiple times before finally sending a reply.

“Sure. Where?”

“The climate simulation room.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Thank you.”

I sat back and sighed. “And now I’m involved again, even though I don’t want to be.”

Singer didn’t reply.

“Life would be easier if I were a cat.”

Singer didn’t make a sound, but she looked amused.

Another buzz from my comms interrupted the one-sided conversation.

“Please report to the medical wing at four,” the message said.

I frowned. “Is there a problem?” I replied.

“No.”

“Well, that doesn’t tell me anything,” I complained loudly. “Why am I supposed to report to the medical wing? I can imagine all sorts of horrible reasons. I’m going to tell Jonathan and Kelly all about it so at least someone knows where I went if I go missing.”

I looked over at Singer, but she appeared to have fallen asleep. Thinking again that it must be nice to be a cat, I got up and walked to my desk. The study cube was waiting for me. It took me several minutes for my brain to focus, but once I’d managed it, I was able to complete the coding I needed for my very first, very simple game.

“It’s called Singer’s Revenge,” I said.

Singer opened her eye when I said her name but shut it again immediately.

“It’s the adventures of a SuperNex cat. Players have to help her escape her greedy owner and find a new place to live. Once she builds up enough strength, she can go back and challenge her previous owner to a battle.”

Singer yawned.

“Okay, it isn’t the most original idea, and I know tiny cats can’t really battle against people, but I had fun writing it. And the graphics are excellent, if I do say so myself. Your fur looks incredibly realistic.”

I tapped on my computer and pulled up the game. Singer actually took a look as the tiny SuperNex walked across the computer screen. She made a soft noise, one of several that I’d recorded when Singer was in a particularly talkative mood one day. I used the keypad to make the cat run to the corner and start to climb. She was halfway up a table leg when the game glitched and the screen went black.

“Okay, so it isn’t perfect,” I muttered as the game restarted itself. Sighing, I shut it down and went back to the code I’d written. When my stomach started growling, I noticed the clock.

“Lunch. I need lunch before my meetings this afternoon,” I said, jumping up from the desk. “You usually demand lunch before now,” I added to the still sleeping Singer. “Of course, you had a snack in Jonathan’s room. I forgot.”

I poured a tiny serving of Kitty Munchies into a bowl and refilled Singer’s water before I headed to the restaurant. There was a short queue waiting to go inside. As I approached, I realized they were all B Deck passengers.

“We aren’t letting you skip ahead,” the woman at the back of the line said.

“I didn’t ask you to,” I replied.

“But you were going to ask,” she shot back.

I shook my head. “I don’t mind waiting. It shouldn’t be long.”

“We’ve been standing here for twelve minutes so far,” one of the men said. “No one seems interested in seating us.”

“Maybe we should just go back to B Deck,” someone said.

“No way. We only get one chance to eat up here each sector. I’m not missing my turn,” the woman in front of me snapped.

“Nova said the food wasn’t any better than ours,” someone said.

“I’m going to find out for myself,” the woman replied.

“I’m sorry for the delay,” a voice said.

I watched as a mech-bot slowly moved out into the corridor.

“Sorry for the delay. Sorry. Sorry,” it said. “Please follow me.”

As it turned back around, everyone in the queue rushed after it. I stayed where I was as the others followed the bot into the restaurant, then I slowly walked into the small waiting area and scanned my comms.

“Table six,” the bot behind the desk said. “This way.”

I followed it across the room to a table near the viewport. I’d never sat near it before, but I had the same view from my cabin viewport. For the first few days, I’d enjoyed watching the stars go past, but now I’d grown quite accustomed to the rather boring view.

As I sat down, I noticed that the B Deck passengers were all standing together around a pair of tables. They seemed to be arguing with the mech-bot that was hovering above them. I quickly ordered my lunch and then focused my gaze on the viewport. As my food arrived, the group from B Deck finally settled into chairs around a group of tables. I ate quickly and even skipped dessert, rushing to make sure that I’d be on time for Kelly.

When I reached the climate simulation room, I was surprised to see that it was open. I’d assumed that Jonathan would have reserved it for his meeting with Kelly. The room was nearly always booked for something. The fact that it was open probably meant that it was going to be busy inside.

When I walked in, I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths. I could smell the plants and trees and water that bubbled in the stream that ran though the center of the large room. I followed the path and slowly walked all the way around the entire room. I didn’t see another person anywhere. Feeling incredibly lucky, I did another circuit. I was getting close to the door again when the small clock on the wall chimed twice. The door opened after the second chime.

“This is a surprise,” Jonathan said.

“Kelly invited me to join her,” I explained.

He nodded. “It was nice of you to agree, since you don’t want to be involved.”

“She’s my friend, or something like it, anyway.”

Before Jonathan could reply, the door opened again. Kelly greeted us both with a warm smile.

“Hello, hello,” she said. “I hope I’m not late.”

“I just arrived,” Jonathan said. “The system wouldn’t let me reserve the entire room, but I did book us a quiet spot in the back.”

Kelly gave me a quick hug. “Thank you,” she whispered in my ear before we fell into step behind Jonathan.

“No problem,” I replied.

There were several small clusters of benches along the back wall of the room. Jonathan chose my favorite cluster, the one that was surrounded by trees and bushes. Once you sat down, you couldn’t see any of the walls and could almost imagine that you were truly on a planet, outdoors.

“Thanks for meeting me,” Jonathan said to Kelly once we were all settled onto benches.

“It wasn’t a problem. I didn’t have anything else to do. There isn’t much else to do on this ship, really.”

Jonathan nodded. “Long-distance space travel gets very boring very quickly.”

“Yeah, even if the journey is broken up by murders and vicious attacks,” Kelly said.

“Hopefully we’ve seen the last of those,” Jonathan said.

I nodded.

Kelly looked at me and then back at Jonathan. “I assume you wanted to talk to me because I knew Troy before he joined us on the Lady Elizabeth.”

“I was told he photographed your wedding.”

Kelly laughed. “Yeah, he did. Or rather, he photographed me at my wedding. The man became a bit obsessed with me when he met me. He took about a thousand pictures at my wedding and Allen was only in about six of them. When Allen and I separated, I got a note from Troy suggesting that he reckoned he’d made a smart choice, only photographing me.”

“Was he wrong?” Jonathan asked.

Kelly shook her head. “Not at all. I sent him a bonus check to thank him for doing what he’d done. I looked amazing that day and I have the pictures to prove it. I did send Allen the pictures he was in, all six of them.”

“Were you happy to see Troy on the ship, then?” Jonathan asked.

“Actually, I was disappointed to see him here. I was sad that he’d fallen onto hard times. We talked for several minutes one afternoon. He told me all about giving up photography and moving around the galaxy. He also told me that he was broke and had taken the job on the Lady Elizabeth because that was the only way he could find to get back to Val Segas.”

“What else did he have to say?”

“Not much. I said I hoped the job here would be good for him. He told me that he needed to take a certain number of pictures every day in order to keep the job. I laughed and told him that he could take as many pictures of me as he liked, but that I wasn’t interested in posing for any of them. I also told him that if he got a particularly good picture of me, I’d buy it from him.”

Jonathan and I exchanged glances.

“Troy had over two thousand pictures of you on his computer,” I blurted out.

Kelly shrugged. “That doesn’t seem like that many, really. He’s been taking pictures of me every day since we left Odontotyrannos.”

“Have you bought any from him?” Jonathan asked.

“Actually, I bought two.” Kelly tapped on her wrist comms. It projected a picture into the air.

“That’s a great picture,” I said.

She’d been caught laughing. I vaguely remembered having seen the picture when we’d been scrolling through them all, but now I was struck by how beautiful Kelly looked.

“And this one,” Kelly added, swiping to the next photo.

I laughed. Troy had caught her putting a large bite of cake into her mouth.

“It makes me laugh, too,” Kelly said. “I paid Troy a lot for those two pictures. I’m sure he’s going to try to sell me dozens more before we get to Val Segas.”

“Assuming he makes a full recovery and goes back to taking pictures,” I said.

Kelly frowned. “I thought someone said he was fine, just badly shaken up by the attack.”

“There haven’t been any official announcements about his condition,” Jonathan said. “We’re all hoping for the best.”

“And you’re trying to work out who attacked him,” Kelly said.

Jonathan shrugged. “Officially, Shawn is in charge of the investigation.”

Kelly laughed. “We all know what that means.”

“Has he spoken to you yet?”

“Not about the investigation. He asked me to have dinner with him a few days ago, but I turned him down. I haven’t seen him since.”

“He’ll probably want to talk to you eventually.”

“By which time, whoever attacked Troy might have had another go.”

“Troy is being well guarded. Do you have any idea who might have attacked him?”

“I wish I did. I barely know the man, though. He photographed my wedding and he’s been taking my picture on the ship, but we aren’t exactly friends.”

“There are only a handful of people on the ship who knew Troy before he joined us.”

“People like Nova Amaris,” Kelly said. “Dexex Remard is a friend of mine, so I keep track of Nova. I’ll be doing everything I can to keep her and Dexex apart once we get to Val Segas.”

“You don’t care for Nova, then,” Jonathan said.

“She’s cold and calculating. She knew Dexex was only looking for a fling, so she took up with Troy instead. That got her a lot of publicity, which she was able to spin into all sorts of endorsement deals. When the deals started to run out, she persuaded Dexex to give her another chance. He was dumb enough to agree. I could go on, but it doesn’t matter. She’s not a nice person, and I’ll be doing what I can to keep her away from my friends.”

“Can you see her attacking Troy?” Jonathan asked.

“I’ve been wondering about that. I can see her doing it, but I can’t imagine her motive.”

“Who else do you know that knew Troy?” was Jonathan’s next question.

“Troy and Malorie Cooper had a huge falling-out years ago. Malorie had her own ideas about how she should be lit and photographed, and Troy got tired of arguing with her. At least, that’s the story I heard. I suspect there was a lot more to it than that.”

“Does that give Malorie a motive for the attack?”

Kelly shrugged. “Maybe, but if she was behind it, she didn’t do anything herself. She would never do something that might break a nail.”

“Anyone else?” Jonathan asked as he made a note.

“There’s always Molly Fitz. She was Troy’s assistant, but she’s much smarter than he is. She managed to take his business and turn it into a much bigger success. Troy was in high demand, but Molly gets couples to change their dates so they can use her services. If she thought Troy was thinking of restarting his business, I can see her wanting to kill him.”

“So who is at the top of your suspect list?” Jonathan asked.

Kelly smiled. “Someone we haven’t yet discussed. Jerry Weible.”

“Perhaps this wasn’t the best time for us to walk past.”

Jerry’s voice made me jump. I looked up and saw him and Shawn standing on the path nearby.


ELEVEN


“Good afternoon,” Jonathan said. “Please join us.”

“It isn’t often that I get to hear someone accuse me of a crime,” Jerry said as he sat down across from Kelly. “I’m amused.”

“You did know Troy before he joined the crew,” Jonathan said.

Jerry laughed harshly. “I knew him. He was an idiot, and if I’d had any say in the decisions made on this ship, he never would have been given the job, but I don’t work for the Lady Elizabeth.”

“You knew him back on Val Segas,” Jonathan said.

“Yeah, years ago, when I handled security for one of the casinos there. He was a wedding photographer. He annoyed me occasionally.”

“He annoyed everyone occasionally,” Kelly said with a laugh.

Jerry nodded. “He didn’t seem to understand that security was far more important than getting a perfect picture. I’m sure you’ve all heard the story. Eventually, we refused to work together for a short while. Of course, Troy made sure to tell everyone that it was my fault. I kept my mouth shut.”

“Was it your fault?” Kelly asked.

Jerry’s bark of laughter seemed to echo around us. “I don’t remember the details. I ended up having to apologize to the man, but the situation with him was only a small inconvenience. I had much more important things to worry about than soothing the ego of a second-rate photographer.”

“He used to be the best photographer on Val Segas,” Kelly said.

“He was the best at promoting his work, anyway,” Jerry replied. “I never thought his pictures were all that good.”

“He did a great job on my wedding,” Kelly told him.

“So maybe I’ll use him if I ever decide to get married,” Jerry said flatly.

“How is the investigation coming?” Jonathan asked Shawn after an awkward silence.

“Investigation?” Shawn repeated, looking confused.

“You’re investigating what happened to Troy,” Jonathan said.

“Oh, he was attacked,” Shawn replied.

Jonathan sighed. “Yes, and you’re supposed to be working out who attacked him.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m working on it,” Shawn said. “Becca reckons Troy is going to wake up tomorrow or the next day. I thought it would be easiest to start by asking him what happened.”

Kelly and I exchanged glances as I struggled not to laugh. Shawn wasn’t wrong. Asking Troy what had happened was probably the easiest way to get answers in the investigation.

“Troy might not remember anything,” Jonathan said.

“Does he have a bad memory? I forget things sometimes, but I have Jerry to help with that. Maybe Troy needs an assistant.”

“Troy has a head injury,” Jonathan told him.

“Ah, so that might make him forget things. I knew that. I just forgot.”

Jonathan nodded. “I’ve been talking to a few people who knew Troy before he joined us on the Lady Elizabeth.”

“I expected as much,” Jerry said.

Shawn nodded. “It’s nice of you to try to help with the investigation. I’ve been busy with other things. I’m always busy.”

“We should talk about those people,” Jerry said.

“Or we could talk about why it looked as if Troy had been attacked by a croccigator,” Kelly suggested.

Jerry laughed. “The rumors that start on this ship are crazy.”

“So you’re saying Troy’s injuries didn’t look like a croccigator attack?” Kelly asked.

Jerry frowned. “I’m not saying anything. I haven’t spoken to Becca about the man’s injuries. I suppose it’s possible that it did look as if he’d been attacked by something other than a person. I shouldn’t be surprised that everyone immediately blamed a gator, should I? There have been rumors about gators on the ship since we left Cenclare.”

“It would so cool if there were croccigators on Bessie,” Shawn said. “I love croccigators. They’re terrifying, but amazing. Do you know how large they can get?”

“Yes,” Kelly said. “And I’m terrified of them. I’ve been told their bite mark patterns are quite distinctive, though. And I’ve been told that Troy was covered in croccigator bite marks.”

“You’d have to talk to Becca about that,” Jerry said. “All I can do is assure you that there aren’t any croccigators on this ship.”

“That we know of,” Shawn added.

Jerry shook his head. “Transporting gators on a passenger ship would break a dozen or more galactic regulations. InmonCorp isn’t going to do anything that foolish. The Lady Elizabeth is the company’s newest ship and its first venture into long-distance space travel. The company has worked incredibly hard to be certain that every regulation has been followed on this ship.”

“So what could make injuries that look like a croccigator attack?” Kelly asked.

“Maybe someone brought a croccigator bot-nimal on board,” Shawn said. “I was going to bring one. I like having mine swim around in my bathtub when I’m not using it.”

“Except bot-nimals aren’t allowed on the ship,” Jerry said with a tight smile. “They are too hard to maintain over long-distance space travel.”

“But someone could have smuggled one on board,” I suggested.

Jerry frowned before he nodded. “That is always a possibility. Some people seem to think that the rules don’t apply to them.”

I wasn’t sure why he glared at me while he was talking. I worked hard to always follow the rules.

“No one got a full-sized croccigator bot-nimal on the Lady Elizabeth without being seen, though,” Jerry added.

“Were the things that were purchased on Odontotyrannos checked before they were delivered to guests’ cabins?” Jonathan asked.

“Oh, that’s a good point,” Shawn said. “Someone could have bought a bot-nimal on Odontotyrannos and had it sent back to the ship.”

“I don’t believe the items sent from the planet were checked,” Jerry said. “But I can’t imagine a package the size of a croccigator would have been missed.”

Jonathan shrugged. “There are other possible explanations for Troy’s injuries that don’t involve bot-nimals.”

“Such as?” Kelly asked.

“Blades,” Jerry said flatly. “Anyone with a few basic skills could have built a weapon with multiple blades that would mimic the teeth of a croccigator. He or she might not have even been trying to duplicate a gator’s teeth. That might have been a coincidence.”

Kelly shook her head. “Let’s talk about the suspects, then. Do you think Troy was deliberately targeted?”

“We assume so,” Jerry said.

“We’ve had a number of complaints about him,” Shawn said. “He wasn’t very popular with the passengers.”

“Maybe you should have lowered his daily quota so he could take fewer pictures and be less persistent,” I said.

“There was no point in him being on the ship if he wasn’t going to generate extra income,” Jerry said. “And the only way he could do that was by selling pictures. Every picture he took increased his chances of selling something.”

“No one here thinks Troy was attacked because he was mildly annoying, though, right?” Kelly asked.

Jerry shrugged. “Long-distance space travel can be difficult on people. Small irritations begin to feel like major problems after a very short amount of time.”

Kelly shook her head. “Things aren’t that bad yet. I know there are rumblings on B Deck, but everyone is still behaving most of the time. I believe the attack on Troy was deliberate and that the person who attacked him knew him before he joined the ship’s crew.”

“An interesting position to take, considering it makes you a suspect,” Jerry said.

Kelly chuckled. “I know I didn’t have anything to do with the attack. Where were you the night of the attack?” she asked Jerry.

His smile was ice-cold. “In my cabin, working. That’s where I usually am, anyway. I won’t deny that I knew Troy, but the idea that I would attack him now, years after our clash on Val Segas, is ludicrous.”

“So is the idea that I had any reason to want to hurt him,” Kelly said.

“He was stalking you,” Shawn said. He looked at Jerry and then flushed. “We weren’t going to tell her that, were we?”

Jerry sighed deeply. “There were a large number of photos of you on Troy’s computer,” he said to Kelly.

She nodded. “I bought a few pictures from him and told him to take as many more of me as he wanted to take. I believe I was one of the only passengers who didn’t mind him taking my picture.”

“Are you aware of any other passengers who knew Troy before he joined us?” Jonathan asked.

Jerry tapped on his comms. “Malorie Cooper worked with Troy on Val Segas. Rumor has it they had a huge fight about something.”

“She’s gorgeous. I can’t see her doing anything that might hurt anyone,” Shawn said.

Jerry made a noise somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. “Beautiful women kill people every day.”

“I don’t believe that,” Shawn said. “And I can’t see why Malorie would attack Troy now, all these years later.”

“It’s a good question. I assume you’ve spoken to Malorie,” Jerry said to Jonathan.

“Not yet. She’s on my list for later today.”

“Perhaps she’ll be able to tell you something that will allow you to eliminate her from consideration,” Jerry said.

“I doubt it, but she isn’t high on my list,” Jonathan replied.

“So who is high on your list?” Jerry asked.

“That’s a difficult question. Molly Fitz used to work for Troy.”

Jerry nodded. “I had the computer run a list of people with connections to Troy. It identified her. Have you spoken with her yet?”

“I’m talking to her later, too.”

“We should have this conversation tomorrow,” Jerry said.

“By that time, Troy might have woken up,” Shawn said. “If he can tell us exactly what happened, we won’t need to have this conversation at all.”

“There was another name on my list,” Jerry said. “Nova Amaris.”

“She and Troy dated for a while,” Jonathan said.

“I found that surprising when I saw photos of the pair together,” Shawn said. “She’s beautiful.”

“And Troy used to be rich,” Jerry said. “Money attracts people of all genders regardless of appearances.”

“I know Nova a little bit,” Shawn said. “I should say I know the man she’s often with.”

“Dexex Remard,” Jerry said. “Who should be old enough to know better than to get involved with a much younger woman.”

“He’s crazy about Nova, but he doesn’t want her to know that,” Shawn said. “She’s the only woman who has ever ended things with him. And she’s done it more than once, too. Every time they get back together, he plans to dump her, but she always ends things with him before he gets a chance.”

“She’s a smart woman,” Jerry said. “Too smart for Dexex.”

“She can’t be that smart. She’s on B Deck,” Shawn replied. “Dexex wouldn’t pay for her trip back to Val Segas, so she had to buy her own ticket. She could have found someone else to pay for her, but if she had, Dexex would have found out. He told me that she’s claiming that she’s willing to travel on B Deck to get back to him.”

“Again, she’s smart,” Jerry said. “If she’d gotten another man to put her on A Deck, she’d be stuck with him for the entire journey. I don’t think her relationships last that long.”

“Her relationship with Troy didn’t,” Kelly said. “I don’t think they were together for more than a few months.”

“Does that give her a motive for attacking Troy?” Jonathan asked.

Kelly shrugged. “I can’t imagine anyone having a motive for attacking Troy.”

“Molly has to be worried about her business,” Jerry said. “Troy will take away a lot of her customers.”

“So Molly had a motive. Anyone else?” Kelly asked.

“He was stalking you,” Shawn said.

“He was taking a lot of pictures of me with my permission. That isn’t stalking,” Kelly countered.

“Or so you say,” Jerry said.

“And you hated him,” Kelly shot back. “Maybe you were still holding a grudge.”

Jerry’s chuckle sounded hollow. “Maybe. By all means, put me on the list of suspects. If I were the type to hold a grudge, then I had more of a motive than most of the people on the ship, anyway.”

“Maybe Malorie is the type to hold a grudge,” Shawn suggested.

Jerry glanced at his comms. “This has been fascinating, but I have better, er, other things to do,” he said, getting to his feet. “Shawn?”

Shawn looked up at him. “Do I have something else to do?” he asked.

Jerry smiled thinly. “Not really. You can stay here if you want,”

Shawn looked around. “I think I will. It’s quite pleasant here with the trees and flowers. I love the river, too. I’ve never spent much time in nature.”

“What a shame,” I blurted out.

Jerry laughed. “Shawn was too busy traveling all around the universe with his family and friends to spend much time outdoors on any one planet. I don’t think anyone thinks that’s a shame, though.”

“I do,” I said firmly. “I love being outside. The air tastes better. Cenclare has amazing plants and trees. I used to live near the butterfly garden. There’s nothing better than walking through a butterfly garden.”

“There are butterflies here,” Jerry said.

He tapped on his comms. A tiny mechanical butterfly immediately flew over and began to circle his head.

“It’s lovely, but not at all the same,” I said as Jerry made the butterfly land on my arm.

“I’ve heard that real butterflies are delicate,” Shawn said as he reached for the robotic one. It walked into his hand and perched there, slowly raising and lowering its wings.

“They are very delicate,” I said. “And very beautiful.”

Jerry tapped his comms. The butterfly flapped its wings a few times and then slowly flew away.

“I need to go,” Jerry said. “Dinner in my cabin at six,” he told Shawn.

Shawn looked at the comms unit on his wrist. “Yeah, I know,” he said as he tapped in a reminder.

Jerry looked as if he wanted to say something else, but after a moment he nodded at us before turning and walking away.

“He scares me,” Kelly said as Jerry disappeared from view.

“Me too,” Shawn said. “But he’s very good at keeping me happy. I’m getting bored, though. I’ve never enjoyed space travel. When I was a child, I used to get space sickness, even on very short journeys. The team that looked after me used to get very annoyed.”

“They got annoyed that you got sick?” I asked.

Shawn nodded. “It made more work for them. As soon as I was old enough, I started taking meds to make me feel better. That made everything easier for my team.”

“What about your parents?” I asked.

“I don’t think they ever get space sick.”

I swallowed a laugh. “I meant, why weren’t they looking after you?”

“Oh, they were far too busy with InmonCorp to be bothered with their children. They hired teams of experts to look after each of us. We used to have dinner with our mother and father at least once a week, but otherwise, we rarely saw them.”

“Did you see your brothers and sisters much?” Kelly asked.

Shawn nodded. “We had an hour of playtime together every evening. I was the youngest, so I always had to play whatever my older brothers wanted to play. Mostly, they liked to play chase and smash.”

“I hope that was a computer game,” I muttered.

“We weren’t allowed computer games. We had a big climate simulation center with all sorts of different climates. My oldest brother would pick one and then give me a five-minute head start. I had to go into the chamber and try to hide. After five minutes, the chase would start. When I was found, my brothers would beat me up.”

“How dreadful,” I said.

“It wasn’t that bad,” Shawn said with a shrug. “They only punched me a few times when they found me. That was the smash part of chase and smash. Without that, it would have just been chase.”

“And that would have been bad, why?” I asked.

“Because we already had a game called Chase. We used to play that one outside, but we weren’t allowed outside very often.”

“Why not?”

“The head of my team always said that the atmosphere outside wasn’t very good.”

“Where were you?”

“We moved around a lot.” Shawn rattled off a list of more than a dozen planets. “The last place I lived before I was sent to university was Val Segas,” he concluded.

“There isn’t anything wrong with the atmosphere on any of the planets you just named,” Kelly said.

“I didn’t mind playing inside, really. The climate simulation chamber was almost as good as the real thing. I used to get lost in the snowstorms that my brother used to program.”

“I’ve never seen snow,” I said.

Shawn frowned. “This is just a climate simulation room. It’s designed to replicate the climate on Val Segas to help everyone get oriented. It isn’t a proper chamber where you can order up different weather. Maybe I should suggest to the board that the ship needs a chamber to go with the room.”

“Climate simulation chambers are much larger, more expensive, and more difficult to maintain than this room,” Jonathan said. “I don’t think it would be practical to add one to a long-distance spaceship.”

Shawn shrugged. “They could put it on C Deck. There isn’t anything else down there except for a few passengers who had to be moved because of bad behavior.”

“They both murdered people,” I said.

“Have you been to C Deck?” Shawn asked. “It’s huge and mostly empty. I walk down there once in a while, just for a change of scenery. Jerry doesn’t want me to go down there, but sometimes I need to get away from him and all of my responsibilities.”

“I’d love to take a walk around C Deck,” Kelly said. “Grab me the next time you’re going for a stroll.”

“Okay, I will,” Shawn promised. He glanced at his comms. “I can’t today, though. I have an appointment now.”

“Where are you going?” Jonathan asked as Shawn got up from his seat.

Shawn looked around. Then he leaned over and whispered loudly. “Don’t tell Jerry, but I’m meeting with one of the chefs. I asked him to make me some brownies.”

“That sounds like fun. Why would Jerry care?” I asked.

“Because I’m not supposed to bother anyone. The chefs have lots of work to do. They don’t have time to make extra things just because I want a brownie.”

“We won’t tell Jerry,” Jonathan assured him.

And I’d bet my last credit that Jerry already knows, I thought.

“Brownie time,” Shawn said.

He waved excitedly before walking away. As he disappeared around the corner, Kelly sighed.

“He’s not very bright,” she said.

“From the sound of it, he had a traumatic childhood,” I said.

Jonathan nodded. “It wasn’t good, even though he had everything that money could buy.”

“It didn’t protect him from his older brothers,” I said.

“That should have been his parents’ job,” Kelly said.

“But they were too busy building InmonCorp to notice,” I replied.

“At least he’s getting brownies today,” Kelly said. “He seemed very excited about them.”

“I hope they’re wonderful,” I said.

Jonathan looked at his comms. “I believe you have another appointment,” he said to me.

I glanced at the unit on my wrist. “I do, actually,” I said, surprised to see that it was nearly four.

“Thanks for keeping me company during my interrogation,” Kelly said as we both stood up and she hugged me tightly.

“I was happy to do it,” I assured her.

“I’ll talk to you later,” Jonathan said.

I nodded. Kelly sat back down next to Jonathan. Turning around, I began the walk back to the door. After a few extra deep breaths, I let myself out of the room and into the corridor. A minute later, I was knocking on the door to the medical wing.


TWELVE


Linda was standing behind the door when it slid open. I smiled at her and the small furry creature in her arms.

“Come in,” she said, taking a step backward. The animal she was holding lifted its head.

“Who is this?” I asked, reaching a hand toward it.

The animal snarled at me. I pulled my hand back quickly.

Linda sighed. “This is Tabvor. She’s very friendly, really, except when she first wakes up from her nap.”

Linda bent down and put the animal on the ground. I took a step backward, backing into the door. The animal ignored me as it took a few hesitant steps away from Linda. Its fur was long and thick and for a moment, I struggled to work out what it was.

“It’s a dat,” I blurted out when I realized.

Linda nodded. “When they decided to genetically modify dogs and cats to combine them into the perfect domestic animal, it sounded like a great idea.”

“I thought it was a great idea. I thought dats were in great demand across the galaxy.”

“They are, and I love Tabvor dearly, but the idea was to get the very best traits from each animal and combine them. We were supposed to get loving, loyal, sweet, kind, and semi-independent creatures.”

“And that isn’t what you got?”

Linda laughed. “Tabvor is very independent, unless she decides not to be. She can ignore me for days on end before deciding that she can’t live without me and whining nonstop when we aren’t together. When we first boarded the ship, she was happy to be left in my cabin all day, every day. The last two days, though, she’s demanded to be everywhere with me. When I tried to leave her for a few minutes, she barked so much that half of B Deck complained.”

“She’s adorable, though,” I said, watching the small animal, who was now happily playing with a puzzle toy.

“She is adorable and mostly wonderful. But watch what happens when I walk away.”

Linda turned and left the room. Tabvor glanced up from her puzzle and then went right back to it. I gave her a wide berth as I walked over and sat down in one of the chairs along the wall. A moment later, Tabvor dropped her toy and walked over to me.

“Please don’t bite me,” I said quietly.

Tabvor jumped into my lap and curled up. I very slowly reached down and began to scratch the top of her head. The sound she made was close to a purr, but with a bit of growl mixed in. A minute later, Linda stuck her head around the door.

“I swear she understands everything I say and does her best to make me look dumb,” she said. “So much for undying loyalty to her owner.”

I laughed. “She’s just being silly because she can. I’m sure she loves you dearly.”

“I’m not, but she’s stuck with me. I’m crazy about her.”

I nodded. “I was asked to be here at four,” I said.

“I’ll get Becca.”

As Linda disappeared again, Tabvor lifted her head. She looked around the room and then stared at me for a moment. I could almost see her trying to decide what she wanted to do next. After a moment, she put her head back down and shut her eyes. I started rubbing her back.

“Ah, Diana, thank you for coming,” Becca said as she walked into the room a few minutes later. “Sorry for keeping you waiting.”

“It’s not a problem,” I replied. “Tabvor kept me company.”

“She’s very sweet at least fifty percent of the time,” Becca replied.

Tabvor opened one eye. She looked at Becca and then shut her eye again.

“What can I do for you?” I asked after a short silence.

“I have a few things I wanted to talk about with you, actually. Let’s start with how you’re feeling.”

“How I’m feeling? I’m fine.”

Becca nodded. She sat down in the chair next to mine and stared at me. “Of course, but how are you really feeling?”

“I’m fine.”

“Over the past four sectors, you’ve found five dead bodies and one badly injured man. That has to have caused you some level of upset.”

“I only found four bodies. I never saw the fifth. And it hasn’t been pleasant, but I’m fine.”

“I can offer you a number of different treatments for the stress. Everything from exercise therapy to medication.”

“I’m fine. I don’t want therapy or medication.”

Becca nodded. “You know where to find me if you change your mind.”

“Yes, of course.”

“I’m sure finding Troy was upsetting.”

“It was.”

“How well do you know Troy?”

“Not well at all. I met him after we left Odontotyrannos, the same as most of the other passengers. He insisted on taking my picture over breakfast the morning after our stop at Odontotyrannos. Before that, I didn’t know the ship needed a photographer.”

Becca laughed. “I don’t think anyone believes that we need a photographer. But it’s a way for the ship to make a little extra money on a trip that’s almost fully inclusive otherwise.”

“There are the vending machines on B Deck.”

“Yes, and they’ve proven very popular with the passengers down there. I suspect they’ll be less popular now that B Deck passengers are allowed to eat in the restaurant on A Deck. When I was there for lunch today, every passenger from B Deck left with a stack of cake boxes.”

I laughed. “They all seem a bit obsessed with cake.”

“It’s excellent cake. If we didn’t have access to it at all hours, I might be tempted to wander down to B Deck and grab some from their vending machine.”

“But we were talking about Troy. He took a few pictures of me every day and then offered to do a photo shoot for Singer.”

Becca smiled. “How is Singer? I knew you’d give her a good home.”

“She’s doing well, although she seems to enjoy Jonathan Brazee’s company more than mine.”

“I don’t believe that. I suspect she just enjoys having visitors or visiting friends. Twenty-six sectors is a long time for everyone, including cats. Even cats who are used to living indoors are used to larger spaces than our cabins.”

I nodded. “I try to take her for walks around the deck every few days. We never get far, though, before she gets tired.”

“She has such tiny legs, that’s hardly surprising. What did you and Troy talk about while he was photographing Singer?”

“He told me how he’d ended up on the Lady Elizabeth. That was about it.”

“Did he say anything about the people on the ship that he already knew?”

“Not a word.”

“Interesting.”

“Did you know him before he joined the crew?” I asked.

Becca frowned. She looked at the ground. “We’d met,” she said in a low voice.

“Oh?” And Jonathan doesn’t know, I thought.

“It wasn’t a big deal. I was looking for a wedding photographer. I went to Troy’s studio to see some samples of his work. That’s about all.”

But clearly there’s more to the story. “Did you hire him for your wedding, then?” I asked.

Becca took a deep breath. “No, I did not. I didn’t end up getting married,” she said in a rush before exhaling.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s almost a funny story. Maybe it will be funny in another decade or two.”

“You don’t have to tell me the story.”

“But I should. Then you can tell Jonathan Brazee and maybe he won’t have to question me.”

“I can’t promise that, but I can share the story with Jonathan if you want me to.”

“And if I ask you not to repeat it?”

“Then I won’t repeat it.” Unless it’s clearly relevant to the investigation. Please don’t ask me to keep quiet and then tell me you had a strong motive for killing Troy.

“You can tell Jonathan, but I’d rather it went no further.”

“I can promise I won’t tell anyone but Jonathan. If the story ends up being relevant to the investigation into the attack on Troy, he might have to repeat it, though.”

Becca looked amused. “It has nothing to do with the attack on Troy. It has nothing to do with anything, except me. And I’m the only one who cares about the story. I should have told it to the entire galaxy when it happened, really, but I was embarrassed. Now, all these years later, I’m even more embarrassed.”

“Okay, what happened?” I asked.

She sat back and closed her eyes. Tabvor jumped off my lap and jumped onto hers. Becca looked surprised. She stared at Tabvor for a moment and then began to pet the dat, her eyes closed again.

“I went to Troy’s studio on Val Segas. I wasn’t from Val Segas, but I’d met the most amazing man on ConnectBot. We were an eighty-six percent match, which was one of the highest ever on the site.”

“The best I ever did was fifty-seven, and he was a loser,” I said.

Becca chuckled. “I met a lot of losers, too, before I met Greylon.”

A single tear slid down her cheek as she said his name.

“He lived on Val Segas?” I asked.

“Yeah, and after we connected, he came to visit me where I was living. It was a whirlwind. When he proposed, I said yes without even giving it much thought.”

“Oh dear.”

“Yeah, exactly. He went back to Val Segas. I quit my job, sold my house, and got ready to move to be with him. Luckily, my medical training means I can get a job just about anywhere. So six months after we’d met for the first time, I arrived on Val Segas and started to plan a wedding.”

“Which is where Troy comes in,” I said after a long silence.

“Yeah, and I’m going to cut this long story short,” Becca said, opening her eyes and sitting up in her chair. “I went to look at Troy’s gallery, and among the hundreds of photos of happy people, I found a picture of Greylon with a beautiful blonde bride.”

“And you didn’t know he’d been married before.”

Becca laughed. “He swore he’d never been married before. Luckily, I hadn’t mentioned his name to Troy, so I asked Troy about the picture. I said I loved the bride’s dress and asked what he knew about the couple. That’s when I found out that Greylon and Suzi had gotten married two months earlier. She’d told Troy all about how they’d met on ConnectBot and matched at ninety-one percent.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, and that’s when I realized that Greylon was hacking ConnectBot to manipulate his connection percentages.”

“Wow. What did you do?”

“I thanked Troy and told him that I’d be in touch. Then I met Greylon for dinner. After dinner, I told him I had a headache and I went and sat in my transport. When he left the restaurant, I followed him home. Not to the apartment that he’d claimed to own, but to the actual house where he lived with Suzi.”

“I hope you confronted him.”

“Oh, I confronted him. Actually, I mostly talked to her. I told her everything I knew about Greylon and how I’d realized he’d been hacking ConnectBot. I told her about our engagement and our wedding plans. I told her about how I’d moved to Val Segas for the man based on his lies.”

“And what did she say?”

“She didn’t want to believe me, but I had hundreds of pictures of me with Greylon from when he’d visited me on my home planet. I also had a recording of his proposal. It had been very romantic.”

“I can’t believe he thought he could keep you from finding out.”

“He told both of us that he traveled a lot for work. We both believed him.”

“I hope she left him.”

“Oh, she did, and she got a very generous divorce settlement, too, because they’d gotten married on her home planet, not Val Segas.”

“And he was going to marry you on Val Segas.”

“Exactly, which should have told me everything I needed to know about the man.”

“If anything, you should have been grateful to Troy.”

“I was grateful to Troy. As awful as finding out was, it was better that I found out before the wedding than after. We’d been talking about trying for a baby as soon as we were married. He and Suzi were already trying for one. Luckily, she hadn’t gotten pregnant by the time she found out the truth.”

“How did you feel when Troy arrived on the ship?”

“I hoped that he wouldn’t remember me, but he did. He didn’t know the rest of the story, though. All he knew was that I never came back to book his services.”

“So he asked you about it.”

“Yeah, and I told him that the wedding never happened.”

“I can’t see any motive for attacking Troy in anything you’ve told me. Now if Greylon was a passenger…”

Becca laughed. “He’s in prison now. I wouldn’t be going back to Val Segas otherwise. Not long after Suzi and I left him, I reached out to a contact of mine. Thanks to my tip, Greylon got caught hacking into ConnectBot. Once his electronics were seized by the authorities, they quickly realized that ConnectBot was only one of a number of sites he’d been hacking.”

“I don’t want to say wow again, but wow.”

“Yeah, he didn’t have to work because he’d hacked into one of the largest banks in the galaxy and set up a program to steal a single credit from every account on the last day of every month. The bank probably never would have noticed. He’d also hacked his way into ownership of dozens of properties across the galaxy. He’d buy the property with a guaranteed credit loan and then hack the system to show the loan as paid in full. It wasn’t just houses, though, he also had dozens of cars and other assets.”

“He’s going to be in prison for a long time.”

“He is, and all because he hacked ConnectBot, and I found out,” Becca said with a satisfied smile.

“You shouldn’t be embarrassed in the slightest.”

“I’m usually a better judge of character – or rather, I used to think that I was a good judge of character. Now I’m not so certain.”

“Did you tell Troy the whole story?”

“No, I just told him that the wedding never happened. He didn’t ask for details.”

“How is he?”

“Recovering slowly. He’d lost a lot of blood, but today’s synthetic blood products are highly effective at aiding healing. We can’t do as much for head injuries. Those still take time.”

“I was told that you were keeping him sedated.”

“We were. We started lowering his sedation levels this morning.”

“Has he woken up?”

“Not yet. I expect him to wake up any minute now, though. That’s one of the reasons why I asked you here.”

“Oh?”

“He woke up very briefly when I started his first transfusion. In those few moments, before I sedated him, he asked for you.”

“For me? Why?”

Becca laughed. “I was hoping you might be able to answer that question.”

“Maybe he was just confused. We had an appointment to meet the morning after he was attacked.”

“That might be it. It’s possible that he will remember your appointment, but not what happened to him.”

“I hope he remembers what happened to him. I don’t think Shawn is getting anywhere with his investigation into the attack.”

“Shawn isn’t the right person for the job. I assumed that Colonel Brazee was also investigating.”

“He is.”

“Then it’s only a matter of time before the person who attacked Troy is discovered.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I have confidence in Colonel Brazee. He’s had a lot of relevant experience.”

“Has he?”

Becca stared at me. “I thought everyone in the galaxy knew about Colonel Brazee.”

“I guess I must have been living under a rock.”

“Maybe,” Becca said with a chuckle. “There are so many stories about the man, I’m not even sure where to start. He joined Space Corps when he was eighteen, although according to rumors, he was only sixteen, but he hacked into the system and changed his date of birth to get in.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but Linda walked into the room before I could speak. Tabvor sat up and then jumped off of Becca’s lap and ran to Linda, yapping excitedly as she went.

“Hello,” Linda said, bending down to pick up the dat. “Did you miss me?”

Tabvor licked Linda’s nose and then rested her head on Linda’s shoulder.

“Do you need something?” Becca asked Linda.

“You asked me to let you know if Troy showed any signs of waking up,” Linda replied. “He’s getting increasingly restless.”

Becca nodded. “I’d better go and see him.” She got to her feet and took a few steps away from me before turning back around. “Please wait here. If he does want to see you, I’d like to give him the opportunity.”

“I’ll wait, but I can’t imagine he’ll want to see me.”

“If he remembers your appointment, he might get quite agitated if you aren’t here. I don’t want to have to sedate him again unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“I’ll wait.”

“Thank you.” Becca walked out, leaving me alone with Linda and Tabvor.

“So, how are you finding the Lady Elizabeth?” I asked.

“I’m a bit overwhelmed, but in a good way. I haven’t really done that much traveling before, but I’ve always wanted to see the galaxy. This way I can do that and get paid for my time.”

“Did Becca ever work out exactly what attacked Troy?”

Linda flushed. “I shouldn’t have said anything about croccigators. Becca had a good laugh when I told her what I thought. Then she pointed out that anyone can buy a bladed weapon with multiple teeth that would leave injuries like the ones that Troy suffered.”

“Or someone could have a bot-nimal on board.”

“Oh, I hope not. Those things are dangerous. I had a friend who had a dog-bot that fell down some stairs and scrambled its programming. It started chasing their cat all around the house and the cat wasn’t a bot. By the time they caught the dog-bot it had nearly exhausted the cat.”

“What a shame.”

“I’d hate to think what a croccigator-bot could do if its programming got scrambled.”

“Or if it was deliberately reprogrammed.”

Linda shuddered. “I hope someone works out what happened to Troy quickly.”

“Hopefully when he wakes up, he’ll be able to tell us.”

“That would be good.”

Her comms buzzed loudly. She sighed and looked at her wrist.

“I need to go,” she said as she took a few steps toward the door that led into the corridor.

“Is something wrong?”

“Someone on B Deck tried to get something from a vending machine. When the machine rejected his credits, he head-butted the machine and broke the glass front. He’s now bleeding badly from a head wound but won’t stop eating crispy squares that he’s pulling out of the machine.”

“My goodness.”

“Security has also been dispatched. I really hope the medical mech-bot can handle this one.”

“Good luck.”

Linda nodded. She walked to the door and then stopped. “I’m going to have to leave Tabvor here.”

“I can keep an eye on her.”

“Thank you. If you have to leave her, she can go into her playspace.” Linda nodded toward a huge animal playspace in the corner of the room.

“Got it.”

She put Tabvor down and then walked out into the corridor. Tabvor stared after her, then barked twice.

“She’ll be back soon,” I said.

Tabvor whimpered before walking over to her playspace and climbing inside.

“Where’s Linda?” Becca asked as she rejoined me.

“She had an emergency on B Deck.” As I told Becca what had happened, it was obvious that Becca was trying not to laugh.

“How did he manage to break that glass? Those machines are fitted with high-tech, weapon-proof glass,” she asked when I was done.

“I have no idea.”

Becca sighed. “Or maybe the vending machines aren’t exactly as advertised. The same goes for half the things on this ship.”

“Oh?”

She shook her head. “Is Tabvor in her playspace?”

“Yes.”

“Shut the door so she can’t get out. Troy wants to see you.”
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I gave Tabvor a pat before I shut the door to her playspace. She was happily chewing on a toy bone as I followed Becca out of the room.

“How is he?” I asked in a low voice.

“A little groggy, but otherwise in surprisingly good shape. His cuts and bruises are all healing nicely.”

“Does he know what happened to him?”

“I didn’t ask. Shawn is going to speak with him tomorrow.”

“Is he allowed other visitors?” I asked, knowing that Jonathan would be eager to speak to Troy.

“That’s up to Troy. As long as his vitals remain stable, I’m not going to stop him from having visitors.”

“Great.”

We stopped in front of a door. Becca typed in a code and then pressed her finger to the scanner in the panel. The door slid open to reveal another door. For this one, she swiped her wrist comms unit across the panel before typing in another code. As the second door opened, I heard the whirring noise of a mech-bot.

“Access to this room is restricted,” the security mech-bot announced. “Scan now.”

Becca waved her wrist unit in front of the bot. It beeped twice and then turned toward me. I waved my arm at it. This time it beeped six times, which felt worrying.

“You are cleared to enter,” the bot said, slowly moving to the side.

Becca led me through the small room and into a short corridor. Troy’s room was the first one on the left. The head of his bed had been raised so that he was practically sitting up. He looked pale and tired, but significantly better than the last time I’d seen him.

“I’m going to leave you two to talk,” Becca said. “I’ll be monitoring Troy’s vitals, and I’ll be back if I see anything worrying. I need to check on Linda, though. She seems to be having some problems with the medical mech-bot on B Deck.”

Becca turned and walked out of the room. A moment later, I heard a door open and close. Presumably, Becca had gone. When I looked back at Troy, he gave me a weak smile.

“Hey,” he said. “Thanks for coming to see me.”

“Becca said you wanted to see me.”

“She told me that you found me. Thank you.”

I shrugged. “We had an appointment.”

“Yeah, to look at the pictures of Singer. They came out great. As soon as I’m out of here, I’ll show them to you. You can have all of them in digital, and I’ll print you a dozen or more of your favorite ones, too. Becca said if you hadn’t found me when you did, I would have bled to death.”

“I’d love to have lots of pictures of Singer, but you don’t have to do that. I was only doing what anyone would have done under the circumstances.”

“I don’t know about that. People don’t like to get involved.”

“All I did was push the emergency button.”

Troy nodded slowly. “The more important issue, though, is what happened to me.”

“What did happen to you?” I asked as I walked toward the chair that was next to the bed.

Troy sighed deeply as I sat down. “I wish I knew,” he said. “Everything is fuzzy.”

“Shawn is investigating. He was hoping you’d remember everything to make his job easy.”

Troy chuckled and then winced. “It hurts to laugh. I’m not surprised that Shawn wants things easy, though. I wish I was surprised that he’s investigating. There really ought to be a security team doing that job, but I doubt InmonCorp wants to spend money on security.”

“We didn’t have any security when we left Cenclare. Now we have two security men and at least one security mech-bot.”

“But no investigators.”

“No, although I do believe good mech-bots have investigative functions.”

“The bot out there can barely manage scanning comms units to check my visitors. It doesn’t have any extra functions.”

“Colonel Brazee has been doing some poking around, too.”

Troy gave me a satisfied smile. “He’s going to want to talk to me, then. Excellent. All of the pain and suffering wasn’t totally wasted.”

“You almost died.”

“But I didn’t. And I’m going to get to meet Colonel Brazee. Although I don’t even know if it matters now. I was attacked by a croccigator on the Lady Elizabeth. That story is going to make me millions.”

“You were attacked by a croccigator?”

Troy shrugged. “My injuries were consistent with an attack by a croccigator. That’s good enough.”

“Who told you that?”

“I found it in my medical notes.” Troy picked up the comms device next to the bed. “They have to let you see your notes. It’s right there.”

He showed me the screen.

“‘Numerous wounds consistent with an attack by an animal such as a croccigator,’” I read. “The report also lists a number of weapons that might have been used that would have left the same kind of injuries.”

“Yeah, but that’s not the headline. The headline is the part about the croccigator.”

“You’re planning to sell the story, then.”

“Of course I’m planning to sell the story. This is just the break I need. Once I tell the world about how I was brutally attacked and left for dead, I’ll be able to get a job as a journalist anywhere in the galaxy.”

“Until InmonCorp sues you for generating false headlines.”

Troy frowned. “I’ll be very careful in my wording.”

“I don’t think you can be careful enough, not unless you actually remember seeing a croccigator on B Deck.”

Troy sighed. “I didn’t see anything. The corridors were dark. I had a flashlight, but whatever attacked me came from behind me.”

“So what do you think really happened?”

“I wish I knew. I was working late, going through the pictures of Singer before our meeting. Then I heard some weird noises in the corridor again. I stood at the door and listened for several minutes. It sounded like something huge was walking up and down the corridor.”

“I would have double-checked my lock and gone to bed.”

“I thought about it, but if I truly want to be a journalist, I need to stop being afraid of everything.”

“Or you could keep being a photographer.”

“I’ve had opportunities in the past to break big stories, but I never took advantage of them. The other night I finally decided that I needed to really chase my dream. I decided to go out into the corridor and see what was there.”

“What time was it?”

He shrugged. “It was getting close to morning. I’d been working all night. The noises had started around midnight, but it was probably after four before I decided to investigate.”

Before you worked up the nerve to investigate, I thought. “And there were still weird noises in the corridor at that time?”

“They kept stopping and then starting again. Though, by the time I decided to go out, it had been at least half an hour since I’d heard anything.”

“So you thought maybe whatever was out there was gone.”

“I was still hoping it was there, but I also thought it would be a good test run, if you know what I mean. I thought I could see what it was like to walk around the corridors in the dark. It was worth doing, even if the croccigators were gone.”

“So you left your cabin.”

“Yeah, and it was really dark in the corridor. I knew the lights would be out, but I thought there would be some sort of emergency lighting along the floor or something. I also thought the information panels would be on, but they were off, too.”

“It must have been completely black in the corridor.”

“It was. As my door shut behind me, I realized that I was in total darkness. That was when I switched on my flashlight.”

“I think I’d have turned mine on before I opened the door.”

“I didn’t think of that.”

“Then what happened?”

“I stood and just listened for a minute. I looked up and down the corridor with my light, but I couldn’t see any sign of anything. The corridor smelled funny, though.”

“Smelled funny?”

“Yeah, it had a weird, not very pleasant smell, like animal waste or something.”

“Animal waste?”

He frowned. “Are you just going to keep repeating everything I say?”

“Sorry, I’m just surprised. I didn’t notice any unusual smells when I arrived on B Deck.”

“Someone must have cleaned everything up before you got there.”

“Maybe. So you’re standing right outside of your cabin with a flashlight looking around. What happened next?”

“I started to think that I should just go back inside. Then I decided that I should at least explore a little bit. I wanted to see what it felt like to walk around the dark empty corridors so that the next time I heard noises, I would know what to expect.”

“You weren’t hearing anything at that point?”

“Not a sound, not until I started walking. Then I could hear my footsteps. They sounded really loud in the empty corridor. They sort of echoed in every direction.”

“How far did you walk?”

“All the way to the elevators,” Troy said proudly. “I was a bit nervous about it, but I kept going. I thought maybe I’d treat myself to something from the vending machines when I got there, but they’d been turned off, too.”

“Even the vending machines?”

“I guess the crew really don’t want us walking around the ship late at night.”

“I guess not.”

“I tried to find a switch to turn one of the vending machines back on. By that time, I was hungry, and I really wanted some Chee-C-E-Bites, but I couldn’t find the right switch.”

“Those things are terrible for you anyway.”

“I know, but they taste so good.”

“So you had to give up on Chee-C-E-Bites. What did you do next?”

“I headed back to my cabin. I’d only taken a few steps away from the vending machines when I heard a noise behind me. I was so surprised that I dropped my flashlight. When it hit the ground, it broke, which meant I was alone in the dark with whatever had made that noise.”

I could feel my heart beating faster, even though I knew Troy was going to be fine in the end. “What did you do?”

“I started walking, using my wrist comms to light my way. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to keep me from walking into walls. At least, I think it would have been. Everything is fuzzy from there.”

“How fuzzy?”

“I remember taking a few steps and hearing another noise. It was loud and it sounded quite close to me. I might have tried to run, or I might just have thought about running. I’m not sure. The last thing I remember is something hitting me in the back. I could feel myself falling and then I felt a sudden pain in my head before everything went dark.”

“So you’ve no idea who or what attacked you.”

“None at all,” Troy said almost happily. “Which means I’m free to speculate based on the injuries I received.”

“Maybe we should try to figure out why you were attacked.”

“Why? I don’t think croccigators have motives.”

“So you think a croccigator was walking by itself on B Deck and randomly attacked you?”

“Maybe.”

“I thought croccigators only attacked when they were hungry. If someone is letting gators walk around B Deck, surely that someone is making sure they’re well-fed croccigators.”

Troy frowned. “Maybe I startled the gator.”

“Maybe. Or maybe it wasn’t a croccigator that attacked you.”

“You’re suggesting that I was attacked by a person.”

“I wouldn’t put it past InmonCorp to have brought croccigators on board the ship, but surely even they aren’t foolish enough to let them loose on a passenger deck, even in the middle of the night.”

“Maybe it was a bot.”

“Maybe. But bots don’t wander around unsupervised.”

“So if it was a bot, the bot was probably instructed to attack me.”

“Which means it was reprogrammed to do so. Bots aren’t allowed to attack life forms.”

“I’ve been told that reprogramming bots can be tricky.”

“It’s against the law to do much more than add a few routines to the initial programming. Anything more complicated should make the bot report the attempt to the proper authorities. It should also shut the bot down until the case has been investigated.”

“What does it say about weapons in my medical report?” Troy tapped through a few screens. “I thought weapons with multiple blades were illegal,” he said as he scrolled.

“They are now, but they weren’t twenty years ago. People were asked to surrender any they had in their possession when the new laws came into effect, but I doubt many people did.”

“And some of them are still available for sale on Odontotyrannos,” Troy added as he looked down the list. “They’re sold as display pieces or as gardening tools, but that doesn’t make them any less deadly.”

“Exactly.”

Troy rested his head on his pillow and shut his eyes. “I’ve only been awake for an hour, maybe a bit longer. I was so excited when I saw the medical report that I didn’t think it all the way through. If I wasn’t attacked by a croccigator, then someone deliberately tried to kill me.”

“I told you that Shawn is investigating.”

“Yeah, but I thought you meant that Shawn would be doing everything he could to cover up what really happened. I was still thinking I was actually attacked by a croccigator.”

“I think that’s unlikely.”

“But if you’re right, then I was attacked by someone who wanted to kill me.”

I sighed. “Maybe you should talk to Jonathan about this.”

“I think you’re right.”

“I’ll talk to Becca and find out when he can visit.”

“Come back with him.”

I nodded. “I can do that.”

“I’m an idiot.”

“Sorry?”

“There’s a security mech-bot between me and the door.”

“Yes, I know.”

“I’ve been awake for over an hour now, but it’s taken me this long to realize why it’s here. Someone tried to kill me.”

“That isn’t necessarily true.”

“But it could be true. Maybe the reason I kept hearing noises outside my cabin was because the murderer was walking back and forth, trying to get my attention.”

The same thing had occurred to me, but I wasn’t going to tell Troy that, not when he was clearly getting upset.

“Let me go and get Jonathan. You can talk about all of this with him.”

As Troy nodded, I heard the door open. Becca walked in a moment later.

“Your blood pressure is skyrocketing,” she told Troy. “I think your visitor needs to go.”

He nodded. “It’s my fault. Diana said something that surprised me, that’s all. She’s going to go and find Colonel Brazee. I need to talk to him.”

Becca frowned. “Have you remembered something about the attack?”

“No, but I still want to talk to Colonel Brazee.”

“I’m sure he’ll want to talk to you, too. Now that you’re awake, I should let Shawn know. He’s supposed to come and see you tomorrow, but we made that appointment before I knew how quickly you’d awaken.”

“I can talk to him tomorrow,” Troy said. “I’d like to talk to Colonel Brazee tonight, though.”

“We’ll have to see if your blood pressure stabilizes, first,” Becca said. “Take a few deep breaths while I show Diana out.”

Troy nodded. “I’ll see you soon,” he said to me.

“I’ll do my best,” I replied.

Becca walked over and tapped on one of the machines connected to Troy. It beeped several times. Troy began taking long slow breaths. Becca watched one of the monitors for a moment before turning and looking at me.

“Let’s go,” she said.

The security mech-bot didn’t say anything as we walked past it. Becca used her wrist comms to open both of the doors to the corridor. As she escorted me toward the exit, she frowned at me.

“You need to remember that Troy was very badly injured. His body is now filled with a great deal of synthetic blood and artificial fluids. They’re very effective treatments for severe blood loss, but they work best when the patient is kept calm. I’d rather not have to sedate Troy again, but I will if he can’t keep his blood pressure under control.”

“I understand,” I said.

“Make sure that Colonel Brazee understands, too. Synthetic blood can cause dangerous reactions in severely stressed patients. I’ve worked too hard to lose Troy to a synth-reaction now.”

There was no sign of Linda or Tabvor in the waiting room. Becca walked me to the door and waved it open.

“I’ll be back with Jonathan if he’s available,” I told her.

“As long as you both understand that you might have a long wait before I’ll allow you to talk to Troy.”

“That’s fine. You have to do what’s best for him. I understand.”

I walked through the door and started down the corridor. When I looked back, Becca was staring after me. As I gave her an awkward wave, she pushed the button to shut the door. My head was spinning as I tried to sort through all of the information I’d learned over the past few hours. One thing that seemed worryingly relevant was the fact that Becca had known Troy before he’d joined the ship’s crew. Her version of events didn’t seem to suggest that she had any reason to want to hurt him, but I wasn’t certain I could believe everything she’d told me. My priority had to be to find Jonathan.

The first obvious place to look was his cabin, of course. I knocked loudly and then paced back and forth in front of the door for several seconds. After knocking again, I pulled out my comms and sent him a message.

“I need to talk to you immediately,” I sent.

More pacing didn’t help the situation. There were a handful of different lounges on A Deck. I visited them all and found them all empty. When I got to the restaurant, I tried to explain to the mech-bot that I just wanted to look for someone, but it didn’t seem to understand. Eventually, I let it assign me a table before leading me inside. The room was mostly empty, and there was no sign of Jonathan anywhere.

“You didn’t eat anything,” the mech-bot said when I turned around to leave.

“I forgot to feed my cat. I’ll be right back,” I replied, rushing out of the room.

That reminded me that I hadn’t actually given Singer her dinner. I walked back to my cabin and went inside. Singer was fast asleep in her cat bed and didn’t stir as I hurried to fill her bowl. As I put the bowl on her feeding mat, someone knocked on my door.

“There you are!” I exclaimed when I saw Jonathan.

“I just got your message,” he replied.

“I looked just about everywhere for you.”

“I was in the gym, lifting weights.”

“I didn’t think to look there.”

“I go to the gym at least three times a week.”

“I’ll try to remember that the next time a man who was almost murdered wants to talk to you.”

Jonathan grinned. “Troy wants to talk to me?”

“Yeah. I saw him earlier and when I suggested that he wasn’t really attacked by croccigators, he realized that it was possible that someone had actually tried to kill him.”

“That makes it sound as if he’s recovering well.”

“He doesn’t remember much about the night he was attacked.”

“Maybe he’ll remember more now that he knows his life is in danger.”

I nodded and then grabbed my bag and left my cabin. Singer still hadn’t moved. As Jonathan and I started down the corridor, I sighed.

“Two more things,” I said. “Becca knew Troy on Val Segas.”

“Oh? Tell me the whole story.”

I told Troy everything that Becca had told me as quickly as I could. We ended up standing outside of the medical unit for several minutes while I finished.

“Interesting. Tell me the second thing.”

“The second thing is that Troy is full of synthetic blood, so he needs to stay calm. Becca might not let us see him if his blood pressure is too high.”

“Anything else?”

“I don’t think so.”

Jonathan nodded before knocking on the door to the medical wing.
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“Troy is resting,” Becca said when the door opened. “I’m not going to let him be disturbed for at least an hour.”

Jonathan nodded. “We can wait.”

She frowned. “Have you had dinner? Why don’t you go and get something to eat and come back in an hour?”

“We’d rather wait here,” Jonathan said, taking a step toward her.

Becca backed up. As soon as she’d moved, Jonathan walked past her into the waiting room. I shrugged at Becca before I followed.

“I’m going to assume that Diana told you that I met Troy on Val Segas,” Becca said as Jonathan sat down in the waiting room.

“She did.”

“And now you’re afraid that I’m the person who attacked Troy.”

“I wouldn’t put it quite that way.”

“If I wanted him dead, I’ve had plenty of opportunities to get rid of him. I could have simply delayed treating him for a minute the morning he was found, for a start.”

“Except there were witnesses around,” Jonathan replied. “You’re smart enough to have realized that you needed to be seen to be doing everything you could to save his life.”

Becca shrugged. “But now you’re afraid to leave me alone with him for an hour?”

“Not at all. I simply want to be sure that I’m here when Troy is ready to talk to me. We have a great deal to discuss.”

“For what it’s worth, I don’t have any reason to want Troy dead.”

“But you had met him before he arrived on the Lady Elizabeth.”

“I had, and I’m still extremely grateful to him. He saved me from making the biggest mistake of my life, without even knowing he was doing so.”

“How is he doing?”

“He’s recovering.”

As Becca began to give Jonathan a bunch of technical medical details, I tried to tune her out. The talk about amounts of lost fluids and the exact location of his cranial fracture made me feel slightly queasy.

“I know I don’t have to tell you about the issues with synthetic blood,” Becca said eventually.

“We used it on battlefields. Sometimes it saved lives. Not always.”

“The problems arise when the body is stressed. I kept Troy sedated during his initial recovery, but sedation brings its own challenges.”

Jonathan nodded. “Synthetic blood is still better than the alternatives, but I keep hoping someone will improve on it.”

“I know someone who works for Modizer. They’ve been working on a new synthetic blood product for years. He told me that they’ve developed a product that exactly mimics real blood for ninety-seven percent of the life forms in the galaxy. The problem is it isn’t very stable. If you happen to be bleeding to death in their laboratories, they can save you, but otherwise it breaks down within minutes of manufacture.”

“What happens to it inside the body?” I asked.

Becca shrugged. “They haven’t been able to test it properly yet, but initial trials suggest it will be more stable in the body than it is in a test tube.”

A loud buzzing noise made me jump. Becca glanced at her comms and then walked toward the corridor. “I’ll be back.”

I sat down next to Jonathan. “I hope she wasn’t behind the attack on Troy. I like her and the ship needs her.”

He nodded. “She’s smart and she’s good at her job. She has secrets, though.”

“What makes you say that?”

“We all have secrets.”

“I don’t.”

“Should we talk about Jason?”

I flushed. “I don’t have any secrets when it comes to Jason. We’re friends. That’s all there is to it.”

“And he paid for your ticket on the Lady Elizabeth.”

“I told him not to. I didn’t want him spending that much money on my behalf.”

“But you still accepted the ticket.”

“He talked me into taking it. He kept reminding me that I’d never get off Cenclare any other way.”

“What about…”

“Troy is awake and eager to talk to you,” Becca said as she walked back into the room.

I jumped to my feet, happy to get away from the conversation I’d been having with Jonathan. He stood up more slowly. Then we followed Becca down the corridor to Troy’s room.

“You need a better code than that,” Jonathan said as Becca opened the first door. “Anyone can find out your date of birth and the number of your first apartment.”

Becca flushed. “How did you know... Never mind. Don’t tell me.”

She opened the second door and then we all swiped past the bot. Troy’s bed was now flat. He lifted his head as we walked into the room.

“Can I sit up?” he asked Becca.

She nodded and tapped on her comms. The head of Troy’s bed rose slowly. Becca stopped it when it was about halfway up.

“More?” Troy asked.

“I think that’s enough,” Becca said. “You need to relax and keep calm.”

“I’m going to try,” Troy replied. “But I need to talk to Colonel Brazee about who tried to kill me.”

Becca frowned as one of the machines beeped. “Maybe it would be better if you had this conversation tomorrow or the next day. That would give your body more time to replace the synthetic blood with your own.”

“But in the meantime, the person who attacked him is walking around the ship,” Jonathan said. “I’d like to see that person caught as quickly as possible.”

“You can have half an hour,” Becca said. “But I’m going to be watching his vitals the entire time. If his heart rate goes too high, I’ll be back.”

She turned and walked out of the room. We all watched her go.

“Quick,” Troy said to Jonathan. “Put my monitors on your arm instead. You probably never have issues with your blood pressure.”

Jonathan shook his head. “As eager as I am to find out what happened to you, I’d rather you live to tell the story for years to come. Becca is right to be concerned about your heart rate. I’ve watched people die after synthetic blood transfusions. It isn’t pleasant.”

Troy sighed. “I don’t want to die.”

I took a step forward. “Colonel Jonathan Brazee, this is Troy Dyffryn,” I said.

“Call me Jonathan.”

“Wow, thanks. I’m Troy, of course. I’d love to take a few pictures of you around the ship once I’ve recovered,” Troy said.

“Let’s not worry about that for now,” Jonathan replied. “Tell me what you remember from the attack.”

Troy shook his head. “I already told Diana the whole story. I remember next to nothing about the attack. I was told I was found just outside my cabin. I don’t know how I got there.”

“From the distribution of the blood, it looked as if you walked back to your cabin in spite of your injuries,” Jonathan said.

“I don’t remember doing so, but you might be right. I know I hit my head on something, or maybe something hit me in the head. Everything went dark, but then everything was already dark.”

Jonathan had Troy repeat everything he had already told me. When Troy was done, Jonathan frowned.

“We could talk for hours about what might have happened down there, but it won’t get us anywhere,” he said.

“So you’re just leaving me to sit here and worry that the person who attacked me is going to try again?” Troy asked, his voice getting louder with every word. The last few words were accompanied by beeps from one of his machines.

“Not at all. Breathe deeply,” Jonathan said.

Troy took a few breaths and then sighed. “I hate this,” he said.

“I don’t think you’ll like the next bit either,” Jonathan said.

“What’s next?”

“We don’t know exactly what happened on B Deck. Let’s talk about who might have wanted to hurt you instead.”

“I was thinking about that earlier,” Troy said. “I can’t imagine why anyone would want to hurt me, though. I’m just the ship’s photographer.”

“There are a number of possibilities,” Jonathan said. “Maybe you took a photo or two that someone didn’t want taken.”

“Lots of people have been rather rude to me, but no one has seemed bothered that I’m taking their pictures. Mostly, they just aren’t interested in buying them.”

Jonathan nodded. “In that case, let’s talk about the people who knew you before you arrived on the Lady Elizabeth.”

Troy sighed. “I’ve been thinking about them for the last hour, when I was supposed to be asleep. I’d hate to think that any of them would want to hurt me, though.”

“Tell me who you knew on the ship when you boarded.”

“Let’s start at the top. Jerry Weible. He’s Shawn Inmon’s assistant and an all-around scary guy. He was head of security at one of the casinos on Val Segas when I was working there.”

“I understand you two had a few disagreements over the years.”

“We didn’t always get along well, but I tried hard not to upset the man too much. I’m pretty sure he could have made me disappear if he’d wanted to.”

“Can you see him being behind the attack?”

“Not unless he was bored and decided to amuse himself by beating me up. Which, now that I’ve said that, sounds like an actual possibility. But it’s been years since I annoyed him on Val Segas. If he didn’t kill me back then, I can’t imagine why he’d want to kill me now.”

Jonathan made a note. “Who is next?”

Troy made a face. “Malorie Cooper, maybe. I did some advert photos for her years ago. We had a disagreement about lighting one day and never spoke again.”

“Do you think she’s still angry about it?”

Troy laughed. “I don’t think she was properly angry back then. She got a bit upset and then just walked away. In the years since, she’s gone on to bigger and better things while I’ve gone nearly bankrupt. I can’t imagine why she’d want to do anything to hurt me now — not that she wanted to hurt me back then, either. I’m pretty sure I was fairly insignificant to her.”

“Next?” Jonathan asked.

“Nova Amaris. I was supposed to photograph her wedding to Dexex Remard. We were just chatting while I was taking pictures, but somehow that turned into her leaving Dexex and moving into my house.”

“That must have been some chat,” I muttered.

Troy shrugged. “I’d already photographed several weddings for Dexex that year. Maybe I shouldn’t have told Nova that, though.”

“So she moved in with you. Then what?” Jonathan asked.

“We were friends before we were lovers. I thought things were going well. I was considering asking her to marry me. Then she ran away with Dexex.”

“That had to hurt,” Jonathan said.

Troy shrugged. “I shouldn’t have been surprised. She’s gorgeous, and she made no secret of the fact that she was more interested in my money than me.”

“She isn’t with Dexex now,” I said.

“But she’s on her way back to Val Segas. I suspect she’s hoping to win him back.”

“Does she have any reason to want to hurt you?” Jonathan asked.

“The first time I saw her on the Lady Elizabeth, she said she wanted to slap me. Then she laughed and told me that she didn’t really blame me for ruining things between her and Dexex. She said she’s managed to do that all by herself twice since she first ran away from their wedding. I told her that I’d love to give our relationship another try, which made her laugh even harder. Then she asked if I had a cabin on A Deck. When I said no, she turned and walked away.”

“Do you think she would have given you another chance if you were staying on A Deck?” Jonathan asked.

“Possibly. I’m sure she hates being on B Deck. She probably thinks it’s beneath her. She’s used to traveling with Dexex or other wealthy men who make sure she travels in style.”

“Do you think she was behind the attack?” was Jonathan’s next question.

Troy frowned. “I can’t see her attacking me herself. She’d never risk breaking her nails. Maybe, if a bot was used or something.”

Jonathan made another note. “Next?”

“Kelly Collins, but I would consider her almost a friend. I photographed her wedding a very long time ago. She loved my work. When I saw her here, she told me I could take as many pictures of her as I wanted, and she was even kind enough to buy a few from me.”

“Is that everyone?”

I frowned at Jonathan. He knew it wasn’t everyone.

Troy sighed. “There’s also Molly Fitz.”

“And you left her for last because you think she’s the most likely suspect,” Jonathan said.

“Yeah, I guess. The thing is, she used to be my assistant, but the woman is ruthlessly ambitious. She made sure that I taught her everything I knew, and she took a dozen or more classes on photography and lighting while she was working for me. When I decided to quit, I knew she’d buy my business, even if she had to go deeply in debt to do so.”

“As I understand it, she made a huge success of it,” I said.

“Oh, she very quickly became even more successful than I’d been,” Troy agreed. “She shot a few very high-profile weddings for free, and before long everyone wanted her. She was smart enough to save up a ton of credits before taking herself on a long vacation. I believe she’s already lining up weddings to shoot when she gets back to Val Segas, too.”

“So why would she want to hurt you?” I asked.

“Because I’m a threat to her success. If I wanted to go back to wedding photography, I could take half her business away, maybe more. She’s good, but I was good, too, and there are a lot of people on Val Segas who remember me. If I had to pick the one person on the ship who most wanted to see me dead, it would be Molly.”

“So you think she was behind the attack,” Jonathan said.

Troy frowned. “I want to think that, but there’s a problem. Molly is ruthless, and she’s smart. The attack on me wasn’t smart. I was left badly injured, but not dead. I can’t help but feel that if Molly wanted me dead, she would have dispatched me with clinical efficiency.”

“Maybe she just wanted to scare you,” Jonathan said. “Or maybe she was hoping that your head injury would keep you from returning to photography.”

“Maybe, but I think that if she saw me as a threat at all, she would have just killed me outright.”

“And that’s everyone?” Jonathan checked.

“I think so. It’s everyone that I’ve seen on the ship that I recognized. I suppose it’s possible that I shot weddings for others on board, but if so, I haven’t seen them, or I don’t remember them.”

“What about Becca?” Jonathan asked.

Troy laughed. “Becca? She saved my life. If she wanted me dead, all she had to do was stand by and watch me bleed to death.”

“But she did know you on Val Segas.”

“She met me on Val Segas, certainly. But we only met once and for a very short amount of time.”

“Tell me the story.”

Troy shrugged. “She came to look at some sample photos. I had a gallery in my studio. Molly usually handled those appointments. I didn’t need to be there while people looked at my work, after all.”

“But you met Becca yourself,” Jonathan said.

“Yeah. I can’t remember the details, but she either came at an odd time or maybe I had a cancellation. Weddings get cancelled on Val Segas quite regularly. Anyway, I was there when Becca came, and I walked her through the gallery myself.”

“I’m surprised you remember her. You must have met thousands of brides over the years.”

“And I remember quite a lot of them. I remember Becca because it was unusual for me to do the gallery appointment, but also because she became quite fixated on one of the pictures. At the time, I assumed that the man in the photo was the man she was planning to marry.”

“Did she get very angry?” Jonathan asked.

“No, not at all. She got very quiet. She’d been talking excitedly about her plans and about what she liked and didn’t like in every picture. Then she saw that picture and got very quiet. Then she asked some very specific questions about the couple. She tried to pretend that she was interested in the woman’s dress, but it was clear she wanted to know who they were and how long they’d been married.”

“And you answered her questions?”

“Yes, I did. I always got permission from couples to include their photos in my gallery. That permission also included the rights to share the details of their special day if a potential bride was interested in the location or the dress or whatever.”

“I’m surprised the man agreed to all of that if he was cheating on his wife,” I said.

“I believe it was the wife who’d signed the paperwork. It’s possible that the husband didn’t know she’d agreed,” Troy said.

“So you don’t think Becca was behind the attack,” Jonathan said.

“If Becca wanted me dead, and I can’t imagine why she would, she could have done a dozen different things to me before that attack. She’s a medical officer. She has access to hundreds of deadly things.”

“So where does that leave us?” I asked.

“With a short list of suspects,” Jonathan said. “Troy needs to focus on his recovery while we keep asking questions.”

Troy shook his head. “I don’t want to keep lying here worrying about who tried to kill me.”

“What would you rather do?” Jonathan asked, sounding amused.

“Help you find the person who put me here, of course.”

“You’re doing that by answering my questions.”

“Yes, but I want to do more. I have a plan.”

Jonathan raised an eyebrow. “You have a plan?”

Troy nodded as his machines began to beep loudly. “I think it will work, too.”

“It won’t work if you get too excited and slip into synth-shock,” Jonathan snapped.

Troy took several deep breaths. As he was breathing, Becca walked back into the room.

“Time for your visitors to leave,” she said.

“I need five more minutes with them,” Troy said. “And then you can knock me out for the night if you want.”

Becca sighed. “You can have five minutes, but I’m going to stay right here and watch you. If your monitors beep again, they’re out.”

Troy took another slow breath and then looked at Jonathan. “So here’s what I was thinking…” he began.

The conversation ended up taking ten minutes. Becca’s frown deepened as Troy talked, but she didn’t interrupt. When he was done, Jonathan looked at me.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“What do I think? I think it’s too dangerous,” I replied.

“I agree with Diana,” Becca said.

“We can secure the room and protect Troy. That isn’t a problem,” Jonathan said. “The problem is getting the person to act.”

“I can manage that,” Troy said.

Jonathan looked at him. “I think it’s worth a try. I’ll set things up for morning.”

“And if I don’t agree?” Becca asked.

“You will, though,” Jonathan said. “I’ll take full responsibility for Troy’s safety and security.”

“He’s my patient,” Becca said.

“And he’ll be absolutely fine.”

Becca frowned.

“Get him settled and then meet me in my cabin,” he told Becca. “We’ll go over the plans there. You’ll agree to them.”

Becca was still frowning as Jonathan led me out of the room.


FIFTEEN


“It’s a terrible plan,” I said to Jonathan as we walked back toward my cabin. “No one is going to be dumb enough to try to kill Troy in the medical wing.”

Jonathan nodded. “I’ve only agreed because I want to see how everyone reacts to seeing Troy. I don’t expect anyone to make another attempt on his life while visiting him.”

“You really want to do this?”

“I think it’s a better idea than leaving the investigation to Shawn.”

I laughed. “I can’t argue with that.”

“I’ll set up the visits and send you the list. We don’t really have to do anything else to prepare.”

Feeling uneasy about the plan, I went into my cabin and ordered dinner to be delivered. I was so upset that I ordered three slices of cake for dessert. I wasn’t planning to eat them all at once. I just wanted to know I had them if I needed them. After dinner and a single slice of cake, I did some more work on my game. After crashing it three times, I gave up and went to bed early. When I woke up the next morning, I found a message from Jonathan on my comms. He’d managed to arrange all of the visits.

“It could go badly wrong,” I told Singer as I got ready for breakfast. “But more likely, it isn’t going to do anything at all.”

The first visit was scheduled for nine, so I turned up at the medical wing at eight-thirty. Jonathan was already there, chatting with Becca and Linda when I arrived.

“Troy has been moved to another room,” Jonathan told me. “And he’s been connected to everything.”

“Great.”

“You don’t sound very enthusiastic,” Linda said.

“I just don’t know that it’s going to work. And I’m worried about Troy’s safety,” I told her.

“Everything is going to be fine,” Jonathan said. “We need to get into position. Molly will be here soon.”

“Molly is first?” Becca asked.

“To my mind, she seems the most likely suspect,” Jonathan said. “If she attacks Troy again, we’ll be done by ten.”

Becca frowned but didn’t reply. Instead, she turned and led us out of the room. We followed her down the corridor and into a small room. Troy was sitting up on a bed looking somewhat better. He smiled at us.

“You’re supposed to look almost dead,” Jonathan reminded him.

“I will, when the others start to arrive,” Troy promised. “The idea that one of my visitors might try to kill me makes me feel quite dreadful, really.”

“Everything is set up exactly the way you wanted,” Becca told Jonathan. “And I’ve memorized what you want me to say.”

“I’m pretty sure everyone is smart enough to recognize what we’ve set up as a trap,” Jonathan said. “But we might get lucky.”

Becca walked us through the technology that had been set up according to Jonathan’s specifications.

“Everything is ready,” Jonathan said. “We just need our suspects.”

“You and Diana need to get into position,” Becca said. “I’ll be back with Molly shortly.”

There were two large closets next to the bed. Jonathan opened the doors and motioned for me to climb inside one of them. Once I was inside, he shut the door. Screens had been mounted inside the closet to allow me to see the room from every angle. Sound receivers would amplify the conversation in the room so that I could hear every word.

“Can you hear me?” Troy asked, waving from the bed.

“Play dead,” Jonathan told him.

I watched as Troy flopped back on a pillow. He exhaled slowly and then let his head drop to one side. As his mouth fell partly open, I started to wonder if he was okay. He looked quite unwell. A moment later, the door opened, and Becca walked in with Molly.

“Are you quite certain he wanted to see me?” Molly asked, staring at Troy. “He doesn’t look capable of wanting anything right now.”

“He was more lucid last night,” Becca said. “And then he had an episode. Synthetic blood saves lives, but it can also cause a lot of issues. Right now, Troy’s being kept alive by computers.” She gestured toward the machines next to Troy’s bed. “And the stupid computer keeps crashing. Please shout loudly if the system suddenly shuts off. I’ll only have one minute to get it back on before we’ll lose Troy.”

Molly stared at the machine. “This is the only thing keeping Troy alive?”

Becca nodded. “He went into synth-shock last night. The synthetic blood we had to use is now attacking his system. The computer is filtering everything, but that takes many hours. In the meantime, it’s monitoring his vitals and administering necessary adjustments to his medications.”

“How will I know if the system shuts down?”

“Just keep an eye on the red light,” Becca told her. “If it goes off, yell.”

Molly walked over and took a good look at the small red light next to the machine’s power button. “I’ll keep an eye on it,” she promised.

“I appreciate it. We don’t have cameras in here so I can’t monitor the room remotely. I’ve spent most of the morning in here, watching that stupid light.”

As Becca walked away, Molly shook her head. “Troy, wake up, then,” she said.

Troy moaned.

Molly laughed. “Who helped you set up this rather elaborate ploy? Jonathan? He has to be smarter than that. It must have been Shawn. Maybe it was his idea. But no one is going to reach over and switch off this machine, even if Becca did say there aren’t cameras in here. I don’t believe her, of course. I’m certain I’m being watched very closely.”

“Molly?” Troy said.

“Yes?”

“Hello.”

“Hello,” Molly replied, sounding amused. “I suppose I should ask how you are, but I doubt you’ll tell me the truth. You’re supposed to be in synth-shock, after all.”

“I’m recovering slowly. I haven’t told anyone that I saw you in the corridor the night I was attacked.”

I frowned. That wasn’t in the script.

Molly laughed. “If I were you, I’d be very careful about making those kinds of accusations. I had nothing to do with the attack on you. If I want you out of the way, I’ll get Shawn to leave you on some other planet long before we get to Val Segas.”

“Please don’t,” Troy said.

“Promise me you aren’t ever going to take another wedding photo as long as you live, and I won’t do anything at all.”

Troy sighed. “I’m the ship’s photographer. If anyone gets married on the Lady Elizabeth, it’s my job to take their pictures.”

Molly sighed. “Promise you won’t take any wedding pictures of anyone on Val Segas, then.”

“That was in our contract when you bought my business. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

“I know. Which is why I didn’t attack you. Good luck with your recovery.” She turned and walked out of the room before Troy could reply. After a minute, Becca returned.

“She’s gone,” she said.

Jonathan and I stepped out of our closets.

“What was that about seeing her in the corridor?” Jonathan asked Troy.

He shrugged. “I thought it might get her to act.”

“If it had, it would have complicated the case no end. Please don’t make any more false accusations.”

Troy shrugged. “Who is next?”

“Jerry. Be very careful with him,” Jonathan said.

“I will,” Troy replied.

A few minutes later, Jonathan and I went back into our closets as Becca left to wait for Jerry. She returned quickly with Jerry on her heels. Jerry didn’t seem the least bit interested in Becca’s explanation about the computer and the lack of cameras. When she was done talking, he shook his head.

“Someone has gone to a lot of trouble to set all of this up,” he said. “Let’s see how sophisticated your little game actually is, shall we?”

He walked over to the machine and switched it off. Becca gasped and rushed toward him. He laughed and looked at Troy.

“He’s still breathing.”

“I need to turn the system back on,” Becca said.

“Ah, there we go,” Jerry said as warning lights began to flash on various monitors. “He’s flatlining. You’re going to lose him. It’s all very dramatic, isn’t it? Hey, Troy, are you watching this? According to this, you’re going to die in three, two, one…”

Becca sighed.

Jerry laughed and tapped Troy’s arm. “You can stop pretending now,” he said. “I’ll give you full marks for setting up a fairly sophisticated trap, but it’s too obvious. No one is going to fall for it.”

When Troy didn’t respond, Jerry tapped his arm again. “I know you aren’t dead. Stop pretending or I’ll dump some ice water on your head and prove it.”

Troy sighed and opened his eyes.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Jerry asked. “Dying, I mean. You were almost convincing, but I know enough about the systems on this ship to know that this sort of equipment is always run with backups in place. It’s a clever enough idea, but you tried it on the wrong person.”

Troy shrugged. “It’s a good thing you aren’t a serious suspect.”

Jerry raised an eyebrow. “Am I not? If I’d wanted you dead, you’d be dead, of course.”

Troy nodded. He looked terrified as Jerry walked closer to him.

“But you’re harmless enough,” Jerry said. “Recover, take your pictures, stay away from me, and get off the ship at Val Segas and disappear.”

Troy nodded again.

“Oh, and one more thing, do not for a single second think that you’re going to write some sort of shocking exposé about the Lady Elizabeth. I work for InmonCorp, and I protect InmonCorp.”

Troy probably nodded again, but I didn’t notice. I was too busy watching Jerry walk out of the room. Becca followed him. When she returned, she reset everything on the machine next to Troy’s bed while Jonathan and I emerged from our closets.

“That was awful,” she said. “I wanted to make him stop, but I wasn’t sure what to say. Obviously, I would have stepped in if Troy’s life had truly been in danger, but we all knew he wasn’t in any danger.”

“You did everything you could,” Jonathan assured her. “We shouldn’t have included Jerry in this, really, but it was useful to watch his reaction.”

“He terrifies me,” Troy said. “But I can’t imagine him being behind the attack. If he wanted me dead, he’d have asked me to meet him on C Deck and then shot me with a laser pistol or something. And no one would have ever found my body.”

I shuddered. “Maybe we’ll have better luck with the next visitor.”

“Nova isn’t stupid,” Jonathan said. “She’ll probably see right through our trap, too.”

A few minutes later, we were back in our closets. I watched as Becca showed Nova into the room. Nova didn’t seem to be paying much attention to what Becca was saying about the computer and the lack of cameras. Her focus seemed to be almost entirely on Troy. As Becca left the room, she walked over to the bed.

“Dearest, darling Troy, what happened to you?” she asked.

Troy groaned.

“Oh, my goodness. You’re in a terrible state, aren’t you? You poor thing.”

Troy opened one eye. “Nova?”

“Yes, darling, it’s me. I’m here for you. I know we haven’t spoken for a long time, and I know I left you for Dexex, but I’m here now. We can try again. When I heard that you’d been attacked, that you’d almost died, I realized how much I care about you. Please tell me that you still care about me.”

Troy sighed. “I never stopped loving you,” he said softly.

Nova giggled. “We were good together, weren’t we? You made me so happy. I was your princess.”

“You were.”

“We can be happy again. You just need to get better.”

“I’m trying.”

Nova sat down and put her hand on Troy’s chest. “I’m sure, after everything that’s happened to you, that Captain Ryder will move you to A Deck. He owes you that much for letting you be attacked on his ship.”

“Probably,” Troy muttered.

“We’ll be happy there, together.”

Troy nodded. “I just have to get well.”

“Indeed.” She pulled the covers down and frowned at him. “There are so many wires attached to you.”

“I’m in synth-shock. Becca needs to monitor everything.”

“Are you sure you didn’t just go into shock when she dressed you in lime green pajamas?”

Troy chuckled. “They are pretty awful.”

“Flamingos aren’t much better,” Nova muttered. Then she smiled at Troy. “But when we’re together, we won’t have to worry about pajamas, will we?”

Troy shook his head. “I can’t wait.”

“Becca said I shouldn’t stay for too long. She said you need rest more than anything.”

“Don’t go.”

“I’ll come back later, darling. You rest and get well as quickly as you can.”

As Nova walked out of the room, I had to force myself not to burst out of my closet. Becca returned a minute later.

“She’s gone.”

I jumped out of the closet. “We got her,” I said.

Jonathan looked at my blankly. “We did?”

I looked at Troy. He looked equally confused.

“She said something about flamingos,” I said. “The pajamas you were wearing when you were attacked had flamingos on them.”

Troy shook his head. “They were cranes, not flamingos.”

“They were pink.”

“Some cranes are pink. Val Segas has a large population of red-crested cranes. Their crests are red, but their bodies are pink.”

I stared at Troy. “I thought they looked like flamingos and so did Nova. She saw you the night of the attack. That suggests that she was behind the attack.”

“Do you still have the pajamas that Troy was wearing when he was found?” Jonathan asked Becca.

She shook her head. “They were badly torn and covered in blood. They were incinerated. I did take a few images of his injuries, though. You might be able to see his pajamas in those images.”

Becca went to work on the computer in the corner. After a minute, she waved us over. “This is the best image I could find.”

I stared at the picture. Maybe it wasn’t a flamingo, but it was close.

“I need to talk to Nova,” Jonathan said as he looked at the image.

“Why would she try to kill me? She wants us to get back together,” Troy protested.

Jonathan and I exchanged glances.

“I’m pretty sure I’ll find out her motive once she realizes that she’s been caught,” Jonathan said. “I don’t see any point in continuing with today’s visits until after I’ve spoken to Nova.”

“Why don’t you reschedule them for the late afternoon,” Becca suggested. “You can cancel them later, if Nova confesses.”

Jonathan nodded. He tapped on his wrist comms, sending several messages. Then he looked at me. “Shall we go and find Nova?”

“Are you sure you want me along?”

“Absolutely.”

“She said she still cared about me,” Troy said, sounding bewildered. “Why would she try to kill me?”

“I can’t believe Troy actually believed everything Nova said to him,” I remarked as Jonathan and I walked away from the medical wing.

“He’s a bit naïve when it comes to women.”

I nodded as I boarded the elevator. We were both silent as we rode down to B Deck. Nova sighed deeply when she opened her door.

“You can’t come in,” she said, quickly stepping out into the corridor. “My cabin is a mess. I don’t want anyone to see it.”

“How are you?” Jonathan asked.

Nova stared at him. “I’m fine, thanks.”

“I understand you went to see Troy earlier.”

Nova nodded. “Don’t tell me something has happened to him. I swear I didn’t touch anything in the room. I didn’t even go near the computer that Becca said was keeping him alive.”

Jonathan nodded. “Tell me what you were doing on the night that Troy was attacked.”

“I was sleeping. He was attacked in the middle of the night, right? I was sleeping.”

“When was the last time you saw Troy before the attack?”

“I don’t remember. He was always popping up here and there, taking pictures of everyone. I didn’t pay much attention, really. I, um, hadn’t realized then that I still had feelings for him.”

“Yes, do keep up with that lie,” Jonathan said. “I do wonder if you’re just planning to use Troy to get to A Deck or if you’re hoping to get another chance to kill him.”

Nova looked confused for a moment, then she tried to laugh. “I don’t understand. Another chance?”

“What am I going to find in your cabin?” Jonathan asked.

“You aren’t going into my cabin.”

“The security team will be here in a minute with a search authorization. We have reason to believe that you were behind the attack on Troy. That means we can search your cabin.”

Nova shook her head. “I didn’t do anything, and there isn’t anything in my cabin besides a mess.”

“Then you won’t mind if we search it.”

Nova hesitated and then tossed her head. “Go ahead. You don’t even have to wait for the security team. Take a good look.”

She opened her door and then stood back to let us enter. Jonathan took a step into the room and then stopped in the doorway.

“I didn’t realize you were into robotics,” he said.

“It’s a hobby. I’ve been working on building myself a bot-nimal. I got a couple of kits on Odontotyrannos, but it turns out I don’t have the necessary tech skills to actually finish the project.”

I looked past Jonathan at the piles of electronic parts that were scattered around the cabin.

“Why attack Troy?” I asked Nova. “What did he do to upset you?”

Nova stared at me. “I didn’t…”

“You knew what pajamas he was wearing when he was attacked,” I said.

“I don’t have to answer your questions,” Nova said.

“Don’t touch anything,” Jonathan said to me. “Just look at that.”

He pointed toward one of the larger pieces of the unfinished bot. I could see a scrap of material caught in one of the leg’s claws. The torn piece of pink bird was unmistakable.

Nova took a step toward the bot. Jonathan stopped her. As she screamed something at him, the security team arrived. One of the men put Nova in restraints while she continued to shout at Jonathan.

“What’s going on here?” Jerry demanded as he and Shawn arrived. “I heard the call for security.”

Nova inhaled and then slowly exhaled, her eyes on Shawn.

“I was trying to explain to Colonel Brazee, but he wouldn’t listen,” she said. “When we were on Odontotyrannos, I bought a few kits. I wanted to build myself a bot-nimal. I was working on my project the other night when I fell asleep. The bot must have let itself out into the corridor. When it came back, it was covered in what I thought was red paint. I did my best to clean it up and then I took it apart so it wouldn’t happen again. It wasn’t until I was talking to Troy today that I actually realized what must have happened. I came back down here to take another look at the bot, but Diana and Jonathan arrived before I could do anything.”

Jonathan shrugged. “It’s a good story. You should stick with that one. A jury might believe it, but you’re going to have to wait until we get to Val Segas for your trial. You have plenty of time to work on improving it.”

“It’s true,” Nova insisted.

“Take her down to C Deck,” Jerry said. “She can stay in a cabin down there until we get to Val Segas.”

“No!” Nova shouted. “I’m not going to C Deck. It isn’t even finished.”

“There are a handful of completed cabins,” Jerry told her. “And they all meet galactic regulations for long-distance space travel.”

“What can I do to avoid being sent to C Deck?” Nova asked.

“You can start by explaining why you tried to kill Troy,” Jonathan replied.

Nova rolled her eyes. “He ruined my life. I was going to marry Dexex Remard. Okay, it was just a Val Segas wedding, but it was still a wedding. Then Troy started talking about how Dexex got married all the time and about how the last woman who’d married Dexex found out after he’d left her that all the jewelry he’d given her was fake. He even told me that Dexex had already booked him for another wedding the following week. And I was dumb enough to believe him. I was dumb enough to run away from Dexex and move in with Troy. And then I was even more stupid. I actually started to care about the idiot.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“I was seriously thinking about settling down with Troy. He worked a lot of hours, so I had his house to myself most of the time. And he was generous to me. It didn’t seem too bad, really, until Dexex called me. He said he’d tried to forget about me, but he couldn’t. He wanted an explanation for why I’d run away. When I told him what Troy had said about him, Dexex laughed. None of it was true. All of the jewelry was real and valuable and Dexex wasn’t planning another wedding. I packed my bags and left Val Segas with Dexex the next day.”

“And you’ve been mad at Troy ever since,” I said.

“He lied to me. Dexex and I got back together, but it wasn’t the same. We traveled together for a while, but then he dumped me and left me on Cenclare. I had to sell just about everything I owned to buy a ticket back to Val Segas. And all I could afford was B Deck. Every night, I sat in my tiny little cabin, and I thought about how Troy Dyffryn ruined my life. And then he turned up on the ship and I decided to kill him.”

“So you built yourself a croccigator mech-bot?” I asked.

“It wasn’t supposed to be a croccigator. I bought kits for three different animals and then put all of the teeth into a single jaw. Then I attached the head to the largest body. Once it was done, I just had to wait for Troy to wander out of his cabin after dark.”

“You programmed it to attack people?”

“I programmed it to attack Troy,” Nova said. “Everyone else on the ship was safe.”

“That will have taken some skill,” Jonathan said.

“I have many hidden talents,” Nova told him. “But Troy is fine, so you’ve no reason to take me anywhere. You can take away the mech-bot parts, and I’ll stay well away from Troy. Everything will be fine.”

“I’m sorry, but you’re going to spend the rest of the trip on C Deck,” Jerry said. “Attempted murder is a very serious charge.”

Nova screamed and then tried to run away. The security mech-bot picked her up and held her in place while she struggled. After a moment, it slowly floated away, still holding a screaming Nova.

“Thank you,” Jerry said to Jonathan. “Everyone on the ship will be relieved to know that the person who attacked Troy has been caught.”

Jonathan nodded. “You can thank Diana. She was the one who realized that Nova had done it.”

“Diana?” Shawn asked. He looked at me. “Heather, do you know anyone called Diana?”
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It was time for another planetary excursion, and I was really excited to see my very first beach planet. Caboluxous turned out to be everything I’d expected it would be and more – sunshine, sand, sea, fancy cocktails, and expensive food. It wasn’t long before I found myself getting bored with the planet, though.

I was thinking about heading back to the Lady Elizabeth when someone shouted my name. Jason was the very last person in the galaxy I’d have expected to see on Caboluxous. When he said he and his wife, Tara, had taken the Express Shuttle to the planet just to surprise me, I was more than a little shocked. Jason had bought my ticket for the Lady Elizabeth and we’d said our goodbyes. I hadn’t expected to ever see him again. And I knew very well that Tara hated me, so it was difficult to imagine why she’d agreed to the journey.

They were busy soaking up the sunshine, so we agreed to meet for dinner later. I spent the rest of the day trying to find the perfect outfit for a fancy dinner with the man I’d once thought of as my closest friend, and his jealous wife. Dinner went better than I’d dared hope, but Tara cornered me in the bathroom after we’d finished and warned me to stay away from Jason. Since my ship was supposed to be leaving soon, I didn’t think that would be a problem.

The police woke me the next morning. Tara was missing and it looked very much as if I’d had a hand in her disappearance. Over the next few days, it became obvious to me that I was caught up in a complicated plot to frame me for Tara’s murder. Unfortunately, the police didn’t necessarily see it that way. While I knew I’d been framed, they seemed to believe that I was guilty. I’d already known that Tara hated me, but maybe I had another enemy, one who’d killed Tara and then framed me for the murder.
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Chapter One

Day Four – Energy Sector

“You look excited,” Karen Sue Walker said to me.

I grinned.  “I’ve never been to a beach before.”

“You’ll love it,” Bethany Pratt told me.  “Sunshine, sand, sea.  It’s the perfect combination.”

“Unless you find another dead body,” Annie Adams said.

Her two friends frowned at her.  I didn’t know what to say.

“I was just teasing,” Annie said quickly.  “I didn’t mean to upset anyone.”

“I’m sure you aren’t the only person thinking it,” Karen said.

“Yeah,” I agreed.  “Everyone on the Lady Elizabeth is probably thinking the same thing.”

I’d come on the Lady Elizabeth, InmonCorp’s first long-distance luxury spacecraft, because it was the easiest way to get from Cenclare to Val Segas.  It was an incredibly long twenty-six sector journey, but aside from a few planetary excursions, the trip was nonstop.  That had sounded wonderful when I’d been on Cenclare, having never traveled through space before.  Now, in only our fifth sector, I was thrilled that we were stopping for a few days. 

It wasn’t just that space travel was mind-numbingly dull.  Before we’d even left Cenclare, I’d found a dead body.  And I’d found another one or two in every sector since.  Actually, Troy hadn’t been dead when I’d found him when we were in Delta Sector, but he’d very nearly died.  The last I’d heard, though, he was going to make a full recovery.

When I’d found the first body, I’d been upgraded from B Deck to the far more luxurious A Deck.  By now, everyone on the ship knew who I was and knew that I never could have afforded to sail on A Deck any other way.  There weren’t many who knew that I hadn’t paid for my own B Deck ticket, but that was another matter.

“What are you planning to do on Caboluxous, then?” Karen asked.

I shrugged.  “For today, I just want to walk around and enjoy the beach.  I want to walk on the sand and splash in the water, and eat ice cream and all the treats on the boardwalk.  I’ve been thinking about going diving tomorrow, but I’m not sure I’m brave enough.”

“We have a dive tour booked for this afternoon,” Bethany told me.  “We’re going to see the corashell beds.”

“I’ve heard they’re beautiful, but I get a bit claustrophobic.  All of the pictures of the dive vehicles make them look pretty small.”

Annie nodded.  “I get claustrophobic, too, but I can manage a short dive.  We’re only going to be under for about an hour.”

“That doesn’t sound short to me,” I said.

“I’ve worked up to it,” Annie replied.  “The first time we came to Caboluxous we did a ten-minute dive.  I managed thirty minutes on our second trip.  We did forty-five minutes last time.”

“You’ve been here a lot, then,” I said.

Karen laughed.  “It’s a real favorite destination for the Ansonexes.  We come here whenever any of us need a break.”

“What’s the best part of the planet, then?” I asked.

“My favorite thing to do is sip mai-garitas on the beach,” Annie said.  “I would happily do just that for the entire time we’re here.”

Karen laughed.  “I love doing that, too, but Caboluxous has so much more to offer.  The diving is amazing.  There’s a huge waterpark with slides and flumes and water-coasters.  You can swim with sharks, octopi, shartopi, dolpheels, and more.  I could stay there for a month and never get bored.”

“But we only have three days,” Bethany said.  “And two of them are travel days.”

“It would help if we could get down to the planet now,” Karen said, staring hard at the woman standing at the entrance to the shuttle docking station.

“We aren’t in position yet,” Annie said.  “They should start letting us board in a few minutes.”

“It’s a shame you can’t take Singer down to the planet with you,” Karen said.

I shook my head.  “She’s happy in the cabin.  I don’t think she’d like sea or sand or sunshine.”

“And she’d be nearly impossible to keep track of on the planet,” Bethany said.

“Yeah, she’s very small and she hates her leash.  I have a harness for her, but whenever I put it on her, I swear I can see her trying to find a way out of it.”

Singer was a SuperNex, the smallest and most expensive breed of cat in the galaxy.  She’d been given to me after I’d found the body of her owner before we’d left Cenclare.  I’d never wanted a pet before, but now I couldn’t imagine my life without the palm-sized ball of fluff that shared my cabin.

We chatted about pets and vacations and beaches for another five minutes before we finally heard the announcement we’d been waiting for.

“Attention, passengers, if you have a boarding pass for the first shuttle to Caboluxous, please make your way to the boarding zone.  We will be boarding in seat order, starting with Seat Four and then moving on to Seat Seven, Seat Eleven, Seat Fifteen, Seat Two…”

As the voice continued, everyone looked around, clearly confused. 

“That’s the oddest boarding order I’ve ever heard,” Bethany said.

“It makes no sense at all,” Annie said.

The woman at the door smiled.  “We’re ready for boarding.  Please line up in the order indicated and wait for further instructions.”

I checked my boarding pass.  I was in Seat One, but I couldn’t remember where that had come in the boarding order.  For a minute, people seemed to be trying to line up as instructed, but eventually, someone spoke up.

“This is dumb.  Just line up in any order.  They can sort it out when we get on the shuttle,” the man said in a loud voice.

I wanted to argue.  There had to be some logic to the order in which they’d asked us to board, but it quickly became apparent that arguing would be a waste of time.  Everyone was now crowded around the woman at the door, not even attempting to make a line.  A few minutes later, the door slid open behind the woman.

“Ready, everyone?” she asked, holding up a scanner.  “Please scan your comms across my scanner as you board,” she said.

The crowd surged forward.  I kept waiting for the crewmember to say something about people boarding out of order, but she either didn’t notice or didn’t care.  Maybe she’d lost track of the boarding order, too.  It didn’t really matter.  Once I’d boarded the shuttle, I was directed to my seat.  I settled in and fastened my seat belt.  The trip down to the planet would take only a few minutes.  As the last passengers found their seats, a male member of the crew cleared his throat.

“Please pay attention to this brief safety announcement,” he said.  It was difficult to hear him over the excited chatter of the other passengers.  I did my best to listen, but I knew it didn’t really matter.  If anything went wrong on the shuttle, we’d either explode or crash into the planet.  There was nothing I could do about either scenario.  I settled back and looked out the window, eager for my first glimpse of the famous beach planet below us.

“We’re ready to go,” the man told us.  “It might be a bit bumpy until we reach the planet’s atmosphere.  Hang on.”

I felt my heart skip a beat as the shuttle slowly lifted and then flew out of its docking bay.  A moment later, it began to shake violently.

“Hold on,” the crewmember reminded us. 

I grabbed the handles on either side of my seat and started to wonder who would look after Singer if we crashed.  Two minutes and twelve seconds later, we flew through the atmosphere shield and the shaking stopped.  Five minutes after that, we docked.

“Didn’t the beach look beautiful as we came down?” Karen asked me as we exited the shuttle.

“I was on the wrong side of the shuttle,” I told her.  “I could only see the dark side of the planet.”

Karen grinned.  “They give tours of the dark side.  We keep talking about doing one some day, but we haven’t worked up the nerve yet.”

“There isn’t anything to see, really,” Annie said.

“I thought there was wildlife there that doesn’t exist anywhere else in the galaxy,” I said.

Annie nodded.  “But it’s too dark to see it,” she told me.  “Spending hours squinting through night vision glasses in order to see a rare insectug isn’t my idea of a good time.”

“We aren’t here long enough on this trip to do anything like that anyway,” Karen said.  “Maybe on our next long visit.”

We walked off the shuttle and into a huge landing dock.  I stopped and stared, trying to read dozens of signs at the same time.

“We’re short-term arrivals,” Karen told me, pointing toward a sign.  “We don’t have to worry about picking up any bags, but we do have to go through the planetary visitor point.”

I nodded and then fell into step with her and her friends.  At the end of a long corridor, we were invited to scan our comms. 

“Welcome to Caboluxous, Diana Dunn,” the screen flashed.  “Enjoy your visit.”

“I’m going to try,” I muttered as I took a few steps away from the machine.

“We can catch a train to the beach just outside,” Karen told me. 

“We didn’t have to go through any of this on Odontotyrannos,” I said.

Karen laughed.  “Anyone and everyone is welcome on Odontotyrannos, as long as they’re there to spend credits.  Caboluxous isn’t any less welcoming, but it’s a bit more security conscious.”

When we stepped outside of the arrivals building, I took a deep breath. 

“Can you smell the sea air?” Annie asked.  “It smells of salt and sand and sea creatures.”

“All I can smell is sunscreen spray,” I told her with a laugh.

Bethany nodded.  “We were misted when we walked outside.  You’ll get misted again every time you leave a building.  There are misters on the beach, too.  They mist every ten minutes.”

“Is all of that really necessary?” I asked.

“Caboluxous is close enough to its sun that it can cause skin damage if you aren’t protected.  Misting visitors regularly is safer and easier than relying on visitors to protect themselves.”

I nodded as I felt another light mist of sunscreen spray cover me. 

“The train is here,” Karen said, nodding toward the long row of open cars that had pulled up in front of us. 

We quickly climbed aboard the closest car and took seats.  Two minutes later, the train pulled away.  A minute later, we drove through a misting station that covered us in sunscreen spray.  The drive to the entrance to the beach took only three more minutes.

“Where do I start?” I asked Karen as we got off the train.

“It’s up to you.  The beaches to the left are family beaches.  They’re usually full of noisy children running every which way.  The beaches to the right are adults only, but that means adults in every possible state of dress.  Or undress.”

I frowned.  “Oh.”

“You can catch a train from here to the waterpark,” Bethany said, pointing to the small train station.  “Or to the dive station.  Or anywhere else on the planet.”

“I just want to walk in some sand,” I said.

“I suggest the family beaches,” Karen said.  “It’s too early in the day for mai-garitas.  Take your walk and then go and sit in one of the adult bars or restaurants.  Clothing is required there.”

“At galactic minimum,” Bethany added.

I could only imagine what that meant.  “I’ll see you later,” I told the women before I turned and began to follow the signs toward the family beaches.  I was hit with another mist or two as I went, but eventually I could see sand and water.  A long moving walkway ran along the sand.  I stepped onto it and then tried to decide where to get off.  The first beach was crowded, and I could hear children screaming and crying from every direction.  The second beach was quieter, but still busy.  When we passed a map, I stepped off the walkway to read it.

According to the map, there were twenty-nine family beaches along this walkway.  There is no way they are all busy, I thought as I got back on the walkway.  I stayed on as we went past three more beaches.  Each one was noticeably less crowded than the previous one.  After three more beaches, I decided to get off.  The beach I’d selected had only a handful of visitors stretched out at irregular intervals across the golden sand.  I slipped off my shoes and tucked them into my bag before stepping onto the sand. 

“Hot,” I muttered, sure that I shouldn’t have been as surprised as I was. 

The walk from the walkway to the water seemed to take a long time.  I detoured around a sleeping woman and then a man who was eating sandwiches out of a portable coolbox.  He grinned at me.

“Want one?” he asked.

“No, but thank you,” I replied.

“Your loss,” he said.

I kept walking.  The sand was hot, but not uncomfortably so.  What I hadn’t been expecting was how difficult it would be to walk in deep sand.  My feet kept slipping and sliding into the depths, making me stumble more than once.  Walking got a lot easier when I reached the wet sand near the water, though. 

I strolled closer and closer to the waves that were gently splashing against the sand.  As the water rushed out, I walked forward, but when it started flooding back toward me, I found myself backpedaling quickly.  Unsure of what I was afraid of, I finally simply stood still and let the water wash over my feet and ankles.  It was lovely and warm and it felt wonderful as it ebbed.

I walked along the water’s edge for several minutes, enjoying the feeling of the water splashing against me as it rolled in and out.  And then I started to get a bit bored.  While the scenery was spectacular and the experience was interesting, it wasn’t vastly different to the time I’d spent in the climate simulation chamber in beach-mode.  I tried walking farther into the water, but there were fish and other sea creatures swimming in the water once I got a few centinches in.  I decided to leave them to their home and walked back to the water’s edge.

Half an hour later, feeling hot, sticky, and bored, I headed back to the moving walkway.  It slowly rolled me back to the train station.  I knew I needed to drink something, even if I wasn’t particularly hungry. 

There were dozens of restaurants on the first of the family beaches.  I walked past the places that served quick meals, looking for something nicer.  Eventually, I gave up and picked a place at random.  I ordered a tea fizzy and a random sandwich.  It took me a minute to think when the screen asked for payment.  I had grown far to accustomed to life on the Lady Elizabeth where meals were all included.  When I saw the total charge, I very nearly cancelled my order.  Sighing, I scanned my comms and mentally did my sums.  These were the first credits I’d spent since we’d left Cenclare, which was good, but I also didn’t have any credits coming in.  Tomorrow, I’d bring food from the ship with me instead of eating in restaurants.

The food arrived quickly.  I drank half of my drink before I tried the sandwich.  It was edible, but not very good.  Or maybe I was just spoiled by the food on the ship.  Having paid for it, though, I made sure to eat every bite.  With lunch out of the way, I walked back outside and tried to figure out what I wanted to do next.  I’d booked a seat on the last shuttle back to the ship in the evening because I’d thought I’d want every possible minute I could get on the planet.  Now that I was here, though, I was missing Singer, my quiet and cool cabin, and the unlimited food available on board.

The afternoon seemed to stretch endlessly before me.  Even if I’d wanted to try to switch my shuttle booking, the first return shuttles weren’t due to leave the planet until after six that evening.  Sighing, I decided to see what the adult beaches had to offer.  The first beach appeared to be full of couples, most of whom were snuggled up together in large cabanas that were spread across the sand.  The next beach was a bit more wild.  I saw a lot more skin and a lot more drinking.  The third adult beach was full of individual beach chairs.  Only about half of them were occupied.

I slipped off my shoes again and then slowly walked down the beach.  When I was about halfway to the water, I stopped and sat down in a chair.  A moment later, a screen popped out of the armrest.

“Welcome to Caboluxous,” a voice said.  “And welcome to Refreshment Beach.  We’re glad you’re here.  We invite you to enjoy your stay at Refreshment Beach for as long as you would like.  Please note that you are required to order a refreshing beverage or snack every thirty minutes or you must vacate your chair.  Thank you for visiting Refreshment Beach.  Please choose your first refreshment now.”

I sighed as I scrolled through the screens.  None of the offerings had prices listed, so I had no idea how many credits I would be charged if I ordered something.  The photos of the mai-garitas were particularly tempting.  They were brightly colored, filled with crushed ice, and looked like the perfect beach drink.

“Please order your first refreshment,” the voice said in a slightly less friendly tone.

I took a deep breath and then ordered a small mai-garita.  As I swiped my wrist comms over the screen, I shut my eyes so that I wouldn’t see how many credits I’d just spent.  Then I opened them and checked my account.

“It could have been worse,” I muttered as I noticed that a “new arrival” discount had been applied to my order.  I was still going to stop at one, though.  The drink was delivered by a mech-bot who set it on the table next to me.

“Please order your next refreshment in twenty-six minutes or less,” it said before it flew away.

I sat back and sipped my drink, my eyes on the water.  Breathing deeply, I reminded myself that I was going to be spending a lot more time on the Lady Elizabeth before we reached Val Segas.  I needed to enjoy my time on the beach as much as I possibly could.

My chair began to beep quietly when I had only one minute remaining.  I quickly finished what was in my glass and got up.  I was expecting to feel a bit wobbly since I rarely drank alcohol, but I felt perfectly fine.

I rode the walkway all the way to the very last adult beach.  It appeared to be completely deserted and being out there all alone suddenly felt incredibly creepy.  Mindful that everyone on the ship was expecting me to find a dead body, I quickly got onto the walkway back toward the train station, shaking my head at my foolishness.

It seemed to take ages to get back to the busier part of the planet, but once I reached the first adult beach, I began to feel almost overwhelmed by the crowd.  After debating with myself for several minutes, I decided to head back to the shuttle station to see if I could change my booking and get on the first shuttle back to the Lady Elizabeth.

I’d gotten off the walkway at the first beach and had wandered a few metfeet toward the water.  As I turned around, I thought I heard someone calling my name.  I hesitated and then continued walking.

“Diana – Diana Dunn!”

I stopped and looked around.  When I spotted the tall, handsome man walking toward me, I couldn’t believe my eyes.  When he reached me, he grinned.

“Hey,” he said.

“Jason?  What are you doing here?” I asked.
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