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DEATH BY BALLROOM

CHAPTER ONE
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“Rehearsal in fifteen minutes,” I called, moving on down the passageway to do the same at the next door. “Rehearsal in fifteen minutes.” Once I’d knocked on the door of each competitor, I headed upstairs to the auditorium to make sure it was unlocked and the sound engineer was ready for us. 

“Kat, wait, please,” Gortach said.

I stopped and waited for the male dancer from Tralaska to catch up with me. “What can I do for you, Gortach?”

“I know we have rehearsal, but I can’t find Prima anywhere. What will you do if she doesn’t show up in time? Will we be disqualified?”

“I’m sure she’ll be there in time. Maybe she’s already in the auditorium. Let’s go see. We can change the rehearsal order if your turn comes up before she arrives,” I offered.

Appeased for the moment, the Tralaskan followed me into the ship’s opulent auditorium. The minute I opened the door, they pounced. How in the heck did I end up being the babysitter to ten prima donnas? I wondered. This is definitely not what I expected when I took this job with Galactic Cruise Lines. “See the galaxy,” they said. “Meet interesting people,” they said. “It’ll be fun,” they said. Lies, all lies. Well, OK. Maybe not all lies. I was seeing some of the galaxy, and I had met some interesting people. I was still waiting for the fun part to kick in.

I signed on as the assistant cruise director aboard the SS Malpais, the newest ship in the Galactic Cruise Line fleet. The name should have served as a warning, Malpais is Spanish for badlands, but I was in desperate need of a change. After spending too many years locked away in a dreary university laboratory studying interspecies relationships for my doctorate degree in Galactic Sociology, I decided I should actually get out and see how the species interacted with each other. The fact that I had returned from my graduation party to find Trevor, my fiancé of two years, exploring inter-species relationships on a much more personal level left me ready for an adventure and a change of scenery.

“Everyone quiet down and take your seats. I’ll deal with all your questions one at a time in an orderly fashion,” I said. I had hoped to get a few quiet minutes in the auditorium to prepare for the onslaught, but that ship has sailed. Good one, Kat, I thought to myself. Sometimes you have to make your own fun.

I laid out the plan for rehearsal and reviewed the competition rules. The competition would take place in the dining room after dinner service each night. The couples each chose their style of dance for round one. Once I’d answered about a thousand inane questions ranging from whether or not they had to dance in their actual bodies or could use a synth, to whether or not they would be awarded points for costuming, I was ready to get this over with.

“OK. The order for rehearsal is not the order for tonight’s competition. Your performance order for tonight will be drawn between the first and second courses of dinner service,” I explained. They grumbled and tried to ask more questions, but I ignored them. “Tatiana and Petrov, you’re up first. Take your music to the sound booth, and I’ll go open the stage curtains. 

“Kat, it would be sooo much better if we could rehearse in the dining room. We need to know what space we have to work in. This rehearsal is a waste,” Strake, the male Martok competitor, grumbled. 

“I’ve already explained that we have no access to the dining room for rehearsals. You all agreed to this when you signed your contracts,” I reiterated.

I walked up the stairs on the right side of the stage and pressed the control to open the heavy curtains. Nothing happened. I tried again. No joy. “Engineer, can you open the curtains from the booth?” I asked into my headset.

I was looking up at the engineer’s booth at the rear of the theater when the assembled dancers screamed and pointed to the stage behind me. I turned to find the curtains partially opened and Prima, the female Tralaskan competitor, dangling from cables in the ceiling. Gortach ran to the stage screaming her name. 

“Engineer, call the doc and security. Now!” I said. “Gortach, stop,” I cried, putting myself between the charging Tralaskan and his dangling partner. “Gortach, listen to me. We have to handle this carefully. This could be a crime scene.”

Ted and Rustin rushed to the stage to help me hold Gortach back. Rustin’s tentacles came in handy as the three of us struggled to restrain Gortach. 

I needed to check for a pulse but couldn’t reach high enough. Before I knew what was happening, Gortach lifted me gently up so that I could reach Prima’s dangling wrist. As I expected, there was no pulse. “You can put me down now.” 

I took quick stock of the assembled dancers. Artemus, the Katalan male, was sitting in his seat seemingly unaffected by the corpse of his fellow competitor hanging like a disco ball over the stage. His partner, Felicity, was nowhere in sight. I assumed she was still in the dressing room. “Artemus, go into the hall and guard the doors. Do not let any passengers in here.” As I made my way down the stairs at the side of the stage, I felt something stick into the sole of my shoe. Without thinking, I reached down, picked up the small seashell, and put it in my pocket.

Over the next few minutes, which seemed like a lifetime, I got all the dancers to take their seats and made calls to Captain Greshock and Stone Ma’Sal, my boss.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Ms. Mitchell, what is going on here?” Captain Greshock asked as he stood facing me. 

“We were just starting our rehearsal for tonight’s show. I was unable to open the curtains, so I asked the engineer to open them from the control booth. When he did, we saw Prima. She’s the competitor from Tralaska,” I explained.

Before the Captain could question me further, he was inundated with questions from the security officer and the doctor who had arrived in the auditorium. The three of them walked off and spoke in hushed tones at the edge of the stage. 

I thanked all of their Gods that the dancers were sitting quietly, trying very hard not to look at the dangling body of their former competitor. Perhaps I can attribute it to the shock, but I found myself thinking, perhaps, this would put an end to GCL’s newest crazy scheme of staging competitions like those in old Earth reality television shows. I know it was wrong, but it’s what ran through my head. I had been opposed to the idea from the start, but the cruise line was sure that people would love it. The passengers could support the competitors from their home world and bet on the outcome at the ship’s sports betting windows in the Casino. It was a low-cost way to provide entertainment and make additional money from the passengers. Had they bothered to ask my opinion, I would have pointed out that some species in the League are aggressively competitive. I was concerned pushing the competition side of things could lead to unpleasant confrontations between those supporting different competitors. I explained that to Stone, the cruise director, but he assured me people came on cruises to have fun, and that’s all it would be.

“Ms. Mitchell, I’m Ren Listripan, the ship’s security officer. Can I speak with you a moment?” he asked, taking my arm and steering me to the back of the auditorium. “I’m sure you’re finding this difficult. I can assure you we’ll handle this as quickly and quietly as possible,” he said.

“Thank you, Mr. Listripan. I know the dancers are anxious to go to their rooms and have some time to try to put this morning’s events into perspective. Let me know if I can be of further assistance,” I said, starting back toward the competitors to release them. 

“Ms. Mitchell, wait. We’re going to need statements from everyone, and I’m sure the Captain, or someone from his staff, will want to talk to them about how this news will be handled with the passengers,” Mr. Listripan said.

“I understand. Please, call me Kat.” I’d been introduced to the security officer and all the staff on board the Malpais on my first day, but I hadn’t had a chance to get well acquainted with many of my co-workers yet. I’d made an instant connection with Henri, the Alturan chef who could work miracles with an egg, a pat of butter, and a cup of cream, but otherwise I was still in that get acquainted stage.

We were all forced to sit there while they lowered Prima’s body to the stage and put it in a body bag. We listened to the discussion about how to remove the body without raising concerns among the passengers. In the end, someone brought in a large laundry cart, the body bag was placed inside, and they added towels to the top. I was appalled and aggravated. While I could understand GCL’s interest in not creating a panic, it seemed a disrespectful and inappropriate way to handle Prima’s body.

I’ll admit it. I’m a mystery fan. I read mystery novels. I enjoy a good “who done it?” movie plot more than I should. While I sat there, I started wondering how this horrible accident could have happened. I couldn’t see how Prima could have gotten into that position by herself, but I didn’t want to entertain the thought that she could have been murdered.

Once the body was removed, I assumed they’d get around to taking our statements, but I was wrong. My boss, the cruise director, a Goranthi named Stone, came over to explain what was going on. I know. You’re wondering just how many clues I needed to know this whole job was a bad idea—a ship whose name means bad country with an ogre for a cruise director. In my defense, I was not at the top of my game when I received the offer from GCL. I wanted a change, and I surely got it. 

Stone plodded up to me and put his huge arm around my shoulders. “How are you holding up, Kat?” he asked. I squirmed out from under his arm before I needed a chiropractic visit. Stone was a big guy. I suppose I should have more enlightened views based on my sociology degree, but the easiest way to describe Stone, and most of his species, is that they are ogre-like. Don’t get me wrong, I love Stone. He’s been a great boss so far, and I think we’re becoming good friends, but even when he tries, he can’t possibly be gentle.

“I’m OK, Stone. What do we need to do? I know we have to give statements, but we’ve been here for hours. I fear someone else may come to harm if they don’t let us leave this room soon.”

“I know. It won’t be much longer. Can you run your rehearsal in the small auditorium and work around whoever security is questioning?” he asked.

“Why bother? After GCL figures out what they plan to do with the competition, we can regroup and rehearse if necessary,” I said.

“Kat, this is show business. The show must go on,” he said with a flip of his overly muscular wrist. “Tonight’s competition will go on as planned, though without the Tralaskan competitors for obvious reasons. I’ll let security know the order for questioning the dancers. I’ll have them leave you until last.” He turned and headed for the door. “Good luck. Break a leg,” Stone called to the dancers over his shoulder as he walked up to speak with Mr. Listripan. Breaking a leg sounded like a good idea to me, but just not one of mine.
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CHAPTER THREE
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I assumed the dancers would be appalled that they were expected to compete that evening as though nothing had happened. You really would think that a Ph.D. in Galactic Sociology would have given me a better understanding of how people of any species work.

After a brief conference with Mr. Listripan, I stood in front of the competitors. “I’ve been told the show must go on, so we’re going to move to the small auditorium to run through our rehearsal. The security staff will be taking statements from each of us. We’ll work around that as best we can. Follow me.”

The dancers picked up their shoes and other belongings and followed me to the small auditorium located just across the hall. The sound engineer joined us. I was relieved to see there were no stage curtains and nothing unexpected dangling over the stage. 

“OK. I know you must be very upset...” I had prepared what I hoped would be a motivational speech on our way to the new space. I expected them to be weepy and distraught, but when I looked at them, I realized they looked exactly as they had when we met for rehearsal earlier. If any of them had shed a tear, they must have the best waterproof mascara known to man. There was no sign of concern about anything other than their own performances. 

Felicity and Artemus were first up for rehearsal. The Katalan couple took the stage and gave a very dramatic performance. I found myself mesmerized by their tails. They were very smooth, and I was enjoying watching them. I tried to concentrate on their performance, so I could take a break from the images of Prima’s dangling body that kept surfacing in my mind. 

Part way through, Felicity stopped and turned to face Artemus with her hands fisted on her hips and her tail showing her irritation. “Artemus, for the gods’ sake, can’t you remember the routine? We’ve done this hundreds of times, and I’m still dragging you through it. Get your head in the game.”

She turned and motioned for the engineer to restart their music. They finished their dance just as Mr. Listripan came in and leaned down to speak with me. He was agreeable to questioning Artemus and Felicity first as soon as they were finished. When they left the stage, Tatiana was still clearly fuming at Petrov and openly flirting with Mr. Listripan. It wasn’t unusual to see a female of any species flirting with him. Ren Listripan was a Venlanten royal. It seemed that everyone woman, young and old, fell under his spell. I’ll admit the man is gorgeous. He’s over six feet tall with pale skin and dark wavy hair. For me, it’s the icy blue eyes that seem to look right into your soul, that hold the most appeal, but I grew up watching old Earth movies. The tales of vampires were some of my favorites, and I could never look at Mr. Listripan without my subconscious calling up an image from one of those films.

“Of course, Officer. I’d be happy to help,” Felicity said, swishing her tail and hooking her arm into his as they headed out the door with Artemus trailing behind. Stone walked in as they were leaving and took the seat beside me. 

“Marian and Strake, you’re up next,” I called out.

“What was that all about?” Stone asked, pointing to the door.

“Artemus and Felicity were finished rehearsing, so security is going to question them,” I said. 

“It looked like Felicity was being a little overly friendly with the Malpais’ Chief of Security,” Stone said.

“Yeah, I noticed. What’s up with that?” I asked.

“The Venlanten is always a hit with the females on board. Have you gotten personally acquainted with our Mr. Listripan yet?” he asked, laying his huge arm over the back of my seat. “Perhaps you’ll be the exception.”

There had been a few times since I arrived on the Malpais when I thought Stone was flirting with me. Being hit on by my boss is bad enough, but he’s a Goranthi and, rumor has it, he’s only interested in other males. Sometimes it feels like all of his attention is just genuine friendly concern, but I still wasn’t sure how to read the situation. Suddenly I felt the need for a very hot shower. I stood up and made my way to the sound booth. 

Watching the Martok couple perform was a little like watching two ants struggling with a large load. The music sounded like buzzing to me, and the dance movements were more like what would be called modern dance on Earth. I couldn’t begin to tell you whether or not it was good, but at least they got through it without biting each other’s heads off. God, I couldn’t seem to help making inappropriate comments in my head. I knew better, but I just couldn’t stop myself. I guess this is my way of dealing with the stress.

“Petrov and Tatiana, you’re up,” I said. Watching the two Storens was a bit like watching teddy bears dance. The Storen race evolved from river and mountain otters. They were human-sized, with short fur covering their entire bodies. They had small ears on the tops of their heads. They had chosen a playful routine that only added to what I’m now calling ‘the teddy bear effect.’ 

Next up were the Alturan couple, Rustin and Nisome. They literally floated across the floor. It was beautiful and entertaining. They were the front-runners in my mind. Security was coming in every few minutes to retrieve competitors for questioning, and we were almost finished with the rehearsal. Artemus returned and took the seat beside me. “Did you need something, Artemus?” I asked.

“We’re finished with our statements. I just came to see how you were doing,” he said.

“I’m fine. It was quite a shock. Did security tell you anything about what they think happened?” I asked.

“No. They just took our statements, then handed us off to the First Mate who made us sign some paperwork saying we wouldn’t divulge anything about what happened to the press or anyone.”

“Sorry. I guess I should have realized they wouldn’t want to cause a panic,” I said.

Gortach walked in while the Storens were dancing and took the seat on my other side. 

When the music ended, he asked, “Do you know what the passengers will be told about Prima’s death?” 

“I’m sure Stone will make a statement tonight saying you had to withdraw from the competition for unforeseen circumstances,” I said. “Are they finished questioning you?”

“Yeah. They told me I could go back to my cabin. They said it would be best if I didn’t interact with the passengers. Can you help me arrange to get home from our next port? I don’t want to stay here anymore,” he said.

“Ms. Mitchell, follow me please,” Mr. Listripan said from the doorway. It was my turn in the interrogation chair.

“I’ll talk to Stone and see what I can do,” I said, giving Gortach a consoling pat on the shoulder.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Giving my statement was less stressful than I anticipated, or perhaps, I just reached my stress limit hours ago. Mr. Listripan, Ren, asked me to recount how the body was found, which I did. It was all really very straightforward. I hoped that he might share some information about what happened to Prima, but he didn’t.

“Ms. Mitchell, I understand from Stone that you are the person who has spent the most time with the competitors. Is there anyone in the group you feel would have had a reason to want to harm Ms. Briner?” Ren asked.

“Are you saying this wasn’t an accident?” I asked.

“We won’t know for sure until Doc completes her examination, but it looks likely that Ms. Briner was murdered,” Ren said.

“I have spent more time with the competitors than anyone else on board, but we’ve only been underway for twenty-four hours so that isn’t much time to get acquainted,” I responded.

“Still, you must have some general impressions of each of them,” Ren said.

“I can tell you they are all accomplished dancers who are very serious about this competition. That would have given all of them a motive, with the exception of Gortach, I guess.”

“Were the Tralaskan couple the front runners in the competition?” he asked.

“I don’t have any idea. Their first round of competition is tonight. They did an exhibition performance last night. I’m no expert on ballroom dancing, but I would say three of the five couples seemed to stand out after that performance.”

“Were the Tralaskans one of those three?” he asked.

“Yes, as were the Alturans and the Katalens, in my opinion.”

When I was wrapping up my discussion with Ren, I got a message to go to Stone’s office when I was released by security. I really wanted a cup of good strong coffee, a hot shower, and a few hours alone to wrap my head around what happened, but it seems that will have to wait. I made my way to Stone’s office, stopping outside the door to take a few breaths and steel myself for fighting off his ridiculous attempts at flirting if that’s what it was.

For the first time, since my interview, Stone stayed on his side of the desk and was all business. I guess the fates decided even I deserved a break today. Stone explained the passengers would be told the Tralaskan couple had to withdraw from the competition for personal reasons. Galactic Cruise Lines did not want any hint of this getting out to the media. The competition would continue as planned without the Tralaskan couple. 

“We’ll have to come up with an idea for another round of competition, since the elimination will put us one day short of our schedule. Give it some thought and let me know if you come up with anything,” he said.

“I will. Is there anything else?” I asked, making my way toward the door. 

“I know it’s been a stressful day, and I hate to do this to you, but let the competitors know each of them will need to do a short solo performance tonight to lengthen the show,” he said, standing up and heading my way.

“They won’t be happy,” I said as he put his hand on my shoulder. I would have argued the point, but I just wanted to escape. “Fine. I’ll tell them,” I said and rushed out the door.

Back in my room, I sent a message to all the competitors letting them know about the change. I looked at the clock and realized I only had an hour before I had to appear at dinner. I was still waiting for the fun to start.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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In the dining room, I did my associate cruise director’s best to drum up interest in the competition. I visited various tables and talked about how interesting the rehearsals had been. 

One table of Tralaskans had created a small display featuring photos and articles about Prima and Gortach. 

“That’s so nice of you,” I said when I stopped at their table. I was genuinely touched. “Do you know them personally?” 

“No, but we are Tralaskan,” one of the males said.

“Clearly Gortach and Prima are the couple to beat,” his female companion said. Her tablemates all agreed. There was one thing I learned during my studies that had been proven true repeatedly—Tralaskans had a strong sense of superiority. 

My table assignment for the night was with a group made up of Earth humans and Alturans. They were all quite friendly and seemed to be getting acquainted as one expects cruise passengers to do. I was glad to have such a friendly group. I was able to enjoy my meal and worry about the competition without having to carry the conversational load. After the first course, Stone called me up to oversee the drawing of the performance order for the evening. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sorry to announce that, due to unforeseen circumstances, Prima and Gortach, our wonderful dancers from Tralaska, have withdrawn from the competition. Tonight, we have a special treat for you. Our remaining competitors will be performing solos for you before we start the competition round,” he explained. He stayed on the mic while I held out the crystal bowl so each couple could draw a number. I had the dancers line up in their performance order while Stone spurred the crowd to encourage the dancers with a round of applause. 

I returned to my seat and was able to enjoy the rest of my meal. When dessert service started, I excused myself and went backstage to organize the dancers. It looked like there had been an explosion in the birdhouse at the zoo caused by a rhinestone bomb. I’d never seen so many feathers and rhinestones in my life. I thought I might need my sunglasses to cut down on the glare from the shimmering, sparkling contestants. Matte was apparently not a word in the ballroom dance dictionary. Everything and everyone sparkled. I found myself wondering how anyone with an allergy to feathers could possibly compete in this sport.

The Martok couple had drawn the number one spot, so Strake, the male of the pair, would be dancing first in the solo performances. His body was wrapped in leather strips with spikes. His war dance performance seemed to frighten the crowd more than entertain them. He received polite applause. His partner, Marian, fared a little better with her Latin number. While I understood the appeal of an interspecies competition, the body types and movements the various species were capable of were not similar, and it made it difficult to judge one against another.

An Alturan version of the dance of the seven veils performed by Nisome seemed to be the crowd favorite judging by the cheers, whistles, and applause. 

I tried not to get involved in the dancers’ conversations but was surprised at the barbs directed toward their fellow competitors. The Storen couple, Tatiana and Petrov, would be my pick for the congeniality award. I didn’t hear them say anything negative about their competitors though Tatiana seemed to have only negative comments for her partner. The rest of the couples were horrible to each other. I guess I expected there’d be some level of respect for other dancers. I didn’t see much of that. Just like thieves, I quickly learned that there was no honor among this group of competitive dancers. I hoped some of it was just that they were overstressed by Prima’s death and the last-minute changes to the competition.

I stayed in the background as much as possible as an interested observer. I didn’t have a good view of the performances, but judging by the response of the crowd, I assumed that the Katalan couple had done something amazing or shocking. For their sake, I hoped it was amazing.

The group took the floor for bows while I took the mic and explained the voting and elimination procedure. It was really quite simple. Every passenger voted on their way out of the dining room by dropping a chip, much like a poker chip, into the bucket of the couple they wanted to receive their vote. GCL staff, meaning me, would count the chips and determine the two lowest scoring couples. Those two would be notified in the morning, and tomorrow night’s performance would be a dance off with the lowest scoring of the two couples eliminated from the competition. 

The dancers took their finals bows and went off to schmooze with the crowd while I went in search of Ren Listripan. I was anxious to learn if they had determined the cause of Prima’s death.
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I saw Ren earlier in the evening standing in the rear of the dining room watching the show. I caught up with him as he was heading out the door. “Ren, wait. Can I talk to you for a minute?” I asked.

“Sure thing, Kat,” he said. “I was on my way to the staff lounge. Care to grab a drink while we talk?”

I agreed, and we made our way down to the deck that housed the staff common areas—lounge, cafeteria, gym.

Beers in hand, we took a seat at a table in the back of the lounge. “I wanted to find out if you’ve determined what happened to Prima,” I said. I was hoping he’d tell me it was some type of horrible accident, but something in the back of my mind was telling me I might not like his answer.

“We don’t really know much yet. We sent all the information and photos back to the home office. I usually deal with missing wallets and the occasional fistfight. If it was murder, it will be difficult to investigate when we have to keep everything from the passengers. It makes conducting a proper investigation very challenging,” he said. I was surprised by his honesty.

“I want to believe it was just an accident, but I can’t see how she could have gotten her ankle caught in those wires as high up as they were. I hate to think that someone did that to her on purpose,” I said. “I just met the competitors on Sunday when they boarded. I can’t say that Prima was particularly friendly, but I think she acted normally for a Tralaskan female.”

“Doc might be able to tell you something more,” he said.

“Thanks for the drink, Ren. I think I’ll go see if Doc is in Sickbay before I go back to my room and start counting votes.”

“I’d be happy to stop by to help you with the counting,” he said. His comment sounded harmless enough, but the look that accompanied it was overtly suggestive. 

“Thanks for the offer, but I’ll take care of it tonight.” 

“Perhaps another time then,” he said as he walked me to the door. I had the distinct impression Ren was flirting with me.

What was it with these guys? I certainly wasn’t beautiful or overly sexy. Yes, one of the reasons I took this job was to escape my previous relationship, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to hook up with every guy on the ship. I have to admit, Ren was certainly attractive. According to Stone, our Chief of Security was quite popular with the single females on every cruise, but I wasn’t ready to get involved with anyone.

I made my way to Sickbay and found Doc making notes in a chart. “Hi, Dr. Casey. Do you have a minute?”

“Certainly. Do you need medical attention?” she asked as she closed the chart and laid her stylus on top. Being an Alturan, Doc could hold the chart with one tentacle, leaving several more free for performing other tasks. She watched me with two eyes while the third was watching something on a monitor. I envied her.

“Nothing like that. I was wondering if you had any more information about what happened to Prima. I spoke with Ren earlier, and he didn’t seem to know much.”

“I’m sorry to tell you that Ms. Briner was murdered.”

“Murdered. Oh no. I knew that was a possibility, but I hoped it was just an unfortunate accident.”

“Sit down. You look like you might faint. I’m sorry if I shocked you. I assumed you had already figured out that she couldn’t possibly have done that to herself. She was dead before she was suspended from the wires.”

“God, this just keeps getting worse. If she was murdered, that means the murderer is still on the ship. Does the captain know?”

“He does. I told him my suspicions at the scene this morning and sent him my final report right before dinner.”

“Do you know what they plan to do to investigate?”

“You should probably speak with the captain if you’re concerned. I believe they’ll be bringing someone on board to handle the murder investigation. Someone with more experience in this sort of thing from the home office of GCL. Forgive me, but I can’t seem to remember your name. You’re the new associate cruise director, right?” the doctor asked.

“Yes. I’m Kat Mitchell. It’s nice to meet you,” I said. “I’m sorry. I guess you’re right. I did realize from the way the body was found that it couldn’t have been an accident, but it was still a shock when you said she was murdered.”

“I wish we were getting acquainted under different circumstances, but I usually end up meeting people when they aren’t at their best.” The doctor looked at me and seemed to realize how I might interpret her words. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insinuate that you’re not at your best. Well, you know what I mean. Please, call me Doc,” she said.

“I get it. Thanks, Doc. Have a good night.”

Unable to locate the captain, I stopped by the staff cafeteria and grabbed a slice of cake to take back to my room for later. When I opened my door, I nearly tripped over the buckets of chips from the voting. The stewards had placed them in my tiny room and they covered almost every available inch of floor space. 

After washing off my makeup and changing into sweats, I organized the buckets so I had room to do the actual counting. I sat on the floor surrounded by the buckets for the Martok couple and started counting. When I finished, the bottom two couples were Marian and Strake, the Martok pair, and the Storens. As a sociologist, I found myself wondering if the voting was along species lines. We had passengers on this trip whose species were not represented among the competitors, like the Tralaskans and Venlantens. I sent a message to Stone and asked if he could provide a breakdown of the passenger list by species. 

I stacked up the buckets of chips, so there was a path to my bed. The Porchiss berry cake with whipped cream frosting was delicious. There was so much food on the ship and it was all delicious. I had to stick to my two-mile run every morning to keep my weight under control.
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In the morning, I ran, showered, dressed, and headed to breakfast in the main dining room. As the associate cruise director, I was expected to socialize with the passengers whenever possible. Most of the staff ate in the staff cafeteria, but Stone, Doc, Ren, and I were the four staff members GCL wanted interfacing with the guests. Doc was great. Everyone loved her. Ren was a big hit with all women on board regardless of age or species though most of the men glared at him. I was universally accepted I think, but it was fun to watch people’s reactions to Stone. If you asked most people what species in the League would be least suited for the position of cruise director, I suspect a large percentage would say the Goranthi. They are large, muscular, and intimidating. Gruff would be a word often used to describe them. Although Stone has good manners and always acts appropriately, most people simply choose to avoid him. I suspect that fact had a lot to do with the need for a less-threatening looking associate cruise director. 

During breakfast, all senior staff received notice of a meeting with the captain after breakfast. We all excused ourselves from the passengers, grabbed beverages, and headed to the conference room. 

“Thank you all for coming on such short notice. I know everyone’s busy, so I’ll make this as brief as possible. Our investigation into the death of Ms. Briner leads us to believe that she was murdered,” Captain Greshock said while his tail swished around like an agitated cobra, a sign the elf was not happy. He waited a couple of beats to allow everyone to grasp the seriousness of his statement. Unfortunately, we are in the middle of nowhere. Ren and his security staff will do what they can to continue investigating, but corporate will be sending in someone with more background in this sort of thing to take over the investigation. He won’t be able to meet up with us until we dock at AS2319 tomorrow.”

“Captain, that means there is a killer in our midst for at least the next twenty-four hours. Are there any additional safety precautions we can take?” Doc Casey asked.

“The most helpful thing any of us can do is remain calm and continue to do our jobs. Ms. Briner’s murder may have been personal. If that’s the case, the killer should pose no threat to the rest of the passengers and crew.”

“Something tells me you don’t really think that’s the case,” I said.

“You’re right. The corporate office did a thorough background check on all of the competitors. There was nothing to indicate someone would have reason to murder Ms. Briner. However, we all know things can change quickly in our relationships with others. We are concerned this may have something to do with the dance competition. We have nothing concrete to go on, but we feel the remaining competitors may be at risk. For the next couple of days, Ren and his staff will be keeping a close eye on all of them. Hopefully, we’ll figure this thing out before we get to AS2319. I ask that you all be cautious and contact me or Ren if you see anything out of the ordinary or think of anything that might help with the investigation.”

When the meeting broke up, I headed up to notify the competitors of their standing. I wasn’t quick enough to evade offers of protection from both Stone and Ren. I wasn’t sure why they thought I would need protecting. I had no input into the outcome of the competition, so if the murder had something to do with the dancing, I didn’t see how it would put me at risk personally. 

Doc Casey pulled Ren aside giving Stone an opening to drape his huge arm over my shoulders again as we exited the conference room. I swear, if this keeps up, I’m going to have to find out if GCL’s health plan covers chiropractic visits.

“Be careful, Kat. Call me if you need help with the dancers or feel nervous about the situation,” Stone said as I ducked out from under his arm and escaped down the corridor.
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I stopped by Gortach’s cabin to check on him, but he didn’t answer the door. Back at my quarters, I sent Stone a message asking that he arrange for Gortach to head home as soon as we docked somewhere with access to transportation, messaged the four lowest rated dancers to meet me in the small auditorium in half an hour, and entered a request in the service system to have the chips and buckets removed from my room as soon as possible. I had to get last night’s votes out of the way before I was inundated with the votes from tonight’s competition. 

The four dancers were waiting in the hallway outside the auditorium when I walked up. I could tell by their expressions, they had already figured out that they must be the bottom two couples. 

After they took their seats, I said, “I’m sure you’ve guessed that you’re the bottom two couples after last night’s performance. That means you’ll be competing in the dance off tonight.”

“So, how’s this going to work, exactly?” Strake asked while Marian sat silently next to him.

“Each of you will perform a number of your choosing just like last night. Then we’ll have a short break, so you can change while Stone makes some announcements. When the competition resumes, both couples will take the floor at the same time. The band will play three different types of music. You’ll perform head-to-head. You’ll get a five-minute break after each song. At the end of the night, the passengers will vote as they did last night. Tomorrow morning, I’ll notify the eliminated team.”

“Can we rehearse in here today?” Petrov asked as Tatiana, a seasoned pro, checked her nails.

I checked and told them the auditorium was free from two until five in the afternoon if they wanted to rehearse. I scheduled an hour of rehearsal time for each couple before we left the auditorium. 

My next stop was the security office. I think of the ship as being divided into three sections. The top most decks are for passenger cabins with the lowest couple of passenger decks housing the common areas that include a spa, a casino, the dining room, shops and more. Engineering and ship’s operations are housed in the bottom most decks. Above them are the decks for the crew quarters and common areas like the cafeteria and offices. I found Ren on the phone in his office, so I waited in the hallway until he finished his call. 

“Hi, Kat. Is everything OK?” he asked when I stepped inside. 

“As far as I know. I just had a thought about the investigation I wanted to share with you.” 

He motioned me to a chair in front of his desk. When I was seated, I noticed the photos of Prima’s dangling body tacked up behind the desk. Realizing I’d been staring at the photos, I shook my head. “I’m sorry. The photos just brought it all back there for a moment. I wanted to talk to you about something that happened at dinner last night.”

“Sure. Anything could be important at this stage,” Ren said.

“Before dinner I was making the rounds of some of the tables drumming up support for the competitors. I stopped by a table of Tralaskans that had set up a display of photos and articles about Prima and Gortach in the center of their table. They had the couple’s promo headshots as well as some publicity articles about them participating in the competition. I asked if they knew Prima and Gortach personally. They said they’d never met them. It was nice but seemed a little over the top since the dancers had only been introduced the previous night. I chalked it up as them supporting their own, but it might warrant someone taking a closer look at their backgrounds.”

“Do you know any of their names or the table number?” Ren asked.

“I don’t. I’m’ sorry, I still haven’t figured out how the table numbers work. I’ll be happy to point them out to you tonight at dinner.” I stood up to leave.

“Thanks, Kat. We make a good team,” Ren said, ushering me out of his office with his hand on my back. I didn’t make an issue out of it. I didn’t want to encourage him, but I needed his help to get details on how the investigation was going. I wanted to be in the loop. 

I needed some time alone to think about everything going on. I picked up lunch from the staff cafeteria and returned to my quarters. The buckets were gone, so I had a bit more room to spread out. I ate my lunch at the desk and thought about Prima’s accident. I had always been curious, and as a fan of murder mysteries, I wanted to take a shot at figuring this out. I felt I owed it to Prima.

I made a list of the facts that I knew about the crime. There really wasn’t much. Doc didn’t tell me how Prima was killed, but she was dead before being hung from the cables on stage. After pacing around my small room, I finally collapsed on my bunk and fell asleep. I woke up sweating with my heart pounding. No, not my heart, it was someone pounding on my door. “Just a minute,” I shouted. 

I opened the door and found Ren looking very serious. 
“Has something else happened?” I asked.
“Perhaps. I’m sorry. Did I wake you?” he said not bothering to hide his survey of my body from head to toe. 

I was a mess. I was wearing sleep shorts and a sports bra. My hair was matted with sweat and my makeup was smeared into a clown mask. I know I said I’m not interested in Ren, but I’m also not interested in looking like a mannequin from some low-budget horror movie. 

“Can you wait outside for a minute,” I said. Ten minutes later, I opened the door again and found Ren leaning against the wall outside my door. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting company.”

“Kat, it’s fine. You always look great,” Ren said.

“Was there a reason for your surprise visit?” I asked.

“Have you heard from Gortach today?” he asked.

“No. I hate to admit it, but I’ve been so busy with the other competitors and the investigation into Prima’s death that I haven’t checked on him. God, how awful is that?” I asked, disgusted by my own lack of empathy. 

“Can you call the other dancers and see if any of them have seen him today?” Ren asked.

“Sure. Have you checked his room?” I asked. 

“That’s where I’m headed. Want to come along?” 

“Sure. Come in while I call the others, and then we’ll go.”

He walked into the disaster I’d left while getting cleaned-up in such a rush. “I’m sorry. I’m not normally such a slob. You’re seeing me at my worst today.” 

“Kat, its fine,” he said as he started picking up my dirty laundry and piling it on the bed. As he picked up the khaki’s I’d worn yesterday, something fell to the floor. He bent down to pick it up. “What’s this?” he asked, holding out his hand, so I could see the small shell. 

“I can’t believe I forgot. That’s a seashell. Or at least it looks like an Earth seashell to me. I stepped on it yesterday going down the stage stairs after we found Prima. I was worried one of the competitors would step on it and injure their foot. I stuck it in my pocket and forgot all about it.”

He laid it on my dresser. “Don’t you want to take that? It could be evidence,” I said.

“Evidence of what? Evidence that someone visited a tacky gift shop on Venecia?” he said.

I decided not to push it. Maybe it was a clue. If I couldn’t figure out its significance, I’d turn it over to the person coming in to take over the investigation.
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Ren and I walked down the hall to the transport tube and took it up to the deck where all the competitors were housed. He knocked on Gortach’s door, but there was no answer. I tried calling Gortach again, but no joy. 

“What now?” I asked. 

“Now, I use my master key, and we check it out,” he said. “Are you sure you want to be part of this?”

“I’m sure. Let’s do it,” I said, hoping we’d find nothing. I got my wish. The room was spotless. It looked like it had been cleaned and not used since. There was no sign of Gortach. His clothes were still in the closet along with his dance shoes. We looked around, but there was nothing to give us any clue to where Gortach might be. 

While Ren checked out the bathroom, I found paper and left a note, in case Gortach returned. Ren closed and locked the door behind us.

“I’ll have my staff start a quiet search of the ship. I’ll notify the housekeeping staff to report any signs of Gortach. If you hear from him, please contact me immediately,” Ren said as we headed toward his office. “Thanks for your help, Kat.”

“Thanks for including me. Should I tell the other dancers about Gortach or not?” I asked.

“Tell them you were just checking on how he’s doing. Don’t tell them he’s missing. No need to give them further cause for panic. How are they handling all this?” he asked.

“Sadly, it hasn’t seemed to affect them very much. They’re focused on the competition,” I said.

We had stopped outside his office door. “I’ll see you at dinner tonight,” he said before going inside and closing the door behind him. I just stood there for a couple of minutes. I don’t know what I expected, but his goodbye seemed very abrupt. I shook it off and went in search of Stone to make sure there were no changes to the plan for the night’s competition. 

After talking with Stone, I swung by the auditorium where Petrov and Tatiana were rehearsing. The music they’d chosen was dramatic and sexy. I stifled my giggles behind my datapad. Something about the music and movements, coupled with the Storens’ appearance made it feel like watching teddy bear porn. Thankfully, they didn’t notice me, and I was able to escape before they asked for my opinion.

Out in the hallway, I took a couple of minutes to regain my composure and headed off to talk with Doc.
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The Alturan and Katalan couples had been told that they needed to be in the dining room for dinner and stay to support their fellow competitors even though they technically had the night off from competing. When I walked in, I saw that Felicity and Artemus had split up and were making the rounds of several tables, talking with the passengers. They seemed to grasp what was expected of them. I didn’t see Rustin and Nisome anywhere. Perhaps they were just running late. 

I found my table and introduced myself to my dinner companions for the evening. They were a diverse lot. There was an elderly Alturan surgeon, a newlywed couple from Earth, and four rather rowdy Sokuhl friends celebrating the success of a joint business venture. Although my job as associate cruise director didn’t seem appropriate to many of my esteemed colleagues, it was the perfect way to interact with a myriad of different species and test out all the theories we had studied in school. I made a mental note to talk to Stone about how GCL could use that when recruiting staff.

“Hello, Kat. I’m sorry to intrude,” Ren said, leaning over my shoulder. “Might I have a word, please?”

I stood and introduced Ren to the people at my table. 

“You look lovely tonight, Kat,” Ren said as he directed me away from the table. I found the sensation of his hand touching the skin exposed by the lo-cut back of my dress disturbing. There was an immediate physical sensation which, while not unpleasant, bothered me. I’m not sure if it was the sensation itself, or the fact that my body reacted to the smooth Venlanten that was what bothered me.

“Do you want me to take you to the table of Tralaskans or just point them out surreptitiously?” I asked. “Surreptitiously? When did I start speaking like an eighty-year-old society maven,” I wondered.

“I’d prefer they not have any indication I’m interested in them. Just let me know which table, and I’ll take it from there.”

“It’s pretty obvious. I thought they would have removed the display, now that the Tralaskans aren’t competing, but they didn’t. It’s still in the center of their table. I’ll stop by and say hello to them on the way back to my table. Just watch,” I said.

“Gladly,” Ren responded. 

As I walked away, I could feel his eyes following me. I stopped at the Tralaskan’s table and bent over to take a closer look at the shrine. I glanced over my shoulder and realized Ren was staring at my ass. The look on his face, caused me to blush and straighten up immediately. 

Returning to my table, I enjoyed my first two courses before excusing myself to go back stage and check on the dancers preparing for the second round of competition. Tatiana and Petrov were ready to dance first. I didn’t see Strake and Marian, the Martok couple, but Petrov said they’d been there earlier.

Once dessert had been served, I took the mic and explained the rules for the night’s competition. The wait staff set up buckets by the doors and passed out the voting chips with dessert. Once Petrov and Tatiana were on the floor, I retreated to a back corner to watch the competition. Unfortunately, the Earth humans in the crowd had the same reaction to the Storens’ performance that I’d had when I saw them rehearse. Napkins were used to muffle giggles and hide raised eyebrows. It was interesting to note the varying reaction of the other species in the audience. Clearly, the dance was good as long as you didn’t grow up with a teddy bear.

The Martok couple’s music started, but they weren’t in position. At least, that’s what I thought. They entered from the back of the dining room, working their way to the dance floor with a series of darting movements. Not being versed in dance lingo, I guess it might have been jazz, but I got the feeling that some of the passengers wanted to swat them away like their insect ancestors. 

The musicians did a stellar job representing a broad spectrum of musical genres during the head-to-head competition. The crowd seemed to enjoy seeing both couples interpret the same music. The Martok excelled at some styles while other dances were clearly more suited to the Storens. At the end of the night, the performances were well received with enthusiastic applause. I kept an eye on the other four competitors during the competitions and saw many whispered comments among them. I spied Doc leaving the dining room and rushed to catch up with her. 

“Are you headed back to your office, Doc?” I asked.

“I am. Is there something you need?” she asked.

When we had left most of the passengers behind, I said, “I had a couple more questions about Prima. I’m working with Ren on the investigation.” Alturans don’t really have eyebrows, but I swear I saw the movement that indicated all three of hers were being raised. “I didn’t know you and Ren were close,” she said.

“We’re not. It’s just that we’re trying to determine if Prima’s death is related to the dance competition or not. If it is, then the other dancers could be at risk. That’s my reason for being involved,” I explained.

“Certainly. What did you want to know?”

“You said that Prima was dead before she was... hung. Do you know the cause of death?” I asked.

“I do, but I don’t feel comfortable giving out that information. I’d suggest you ask Ren if you want to know more. I sent him a copy of my full report earlier this evening,” she said as she entered her office and closed the door behind her.

That was weird. I thought of the doc as a friend, but clearly, she didn’t see it that way. I could understand her not wanting to give out details on the case, but the minute I mentioned Ren her manner changed. Did she have a thing for Ren or did she have something to hide about the case? I had no idea. Ren was friendly with everyone, and all the females seem to enjoy his attention regardless of their age, species, or mating status.

I made my nightly stop at the staff cafeteria for a snack to take back to my room. It was my reward for facing the vote counting assignment. 

“Kat. There you are. I’ve been looking for you,” Stone said. “I thought it went well tonight, didn’t you?”

“Yes. It seems the passengers are enjoying the entertainment,” I responded.

“Are you heading back to your room to count the votes?” he asked.

“I am, as soon as I pick up a snack. It’s my reward for dealing with the votes,” I explained.

“Great. I’ll join you,” he said as he picked up a tray and motioned for me to add my selection to his slab of ribs.

Ugh. I did not want to spend the rest of my evening with Stone, and I especially hated the thought of him in my personal space. There was barely enough room for me and the voting buckets. I couldn’t imagine where I was going to put Stone. Like it or not, though, I saw no way to get out of it. I let him carry the tray back to my room. The buckets hadn’t been delivered yet, so we settled in to eat our snacks and talk about the rest of the competition.

There was a knock on the door. The young steward took a step back when Stone answered it. I have to admit, I enjoyed seeing his reaction. If I were asked to name the Malpais staff members least likely to inflict bodily harm on someone, I honestly believe Stone would be at the top of the list. I ranked only Betty, the ship’s ancient Terapian accountant, as less of a threat. Stone gave the young Storen a wide berth, and the buckets were brought in. 

With only two choices tonight, there were fewer buckets. Despite my concerns for having Stone in my quarters, the counting did go much quicker with two of us. We talked and laughed as we counted, getting better acquainted. Stone had just finished the final tabulation when there was a knock on the door.

“Do you ever get any peace and quiet?” Stone asked as he levered himself up off the floor and opened the door. The look of surprise on Ren’s face was quite a departure from his usual smoldering smirk. 

“Hi, Ren. We’re you looking for me?” I asked, squeezing past Stone to get to the door. 

“Looks like you have company. I’ll talk to you in the morning,” he said, moving out of the doorway.

“It’s OK. Stone was helping me with counting the votes, but we just finished. Do you want to come in?” I asked.

To be honest, I didn’t really want either of them in my space, and certainly, not both of them together, but making them uncomfortable was payback for the way they both had been making me feel. 

Stone stacked the buckets along the wall and headed for the door. “I’d better be going, Kat. I assume you’ll notify Marian and Strake in the morning. Have a good night,” he said, touching my shoulder as he left. As soon as he was out of the room, Ren entered and closed the door behind him. I saw his gaze land on the tray of empty plates sitting on the dresser. 

“Looks like you two had a pleasant evening,” he said.

“We did. I like to have a snack before counting the votes. It always seems a little depressing to know I’m going to have to tell one of the couples their competition is finished,” I said.

He walked over and placed his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t let it get you down. It’s just your job. I’m sure if you ask nicely, you could get Stone to deliver the bad news for you.”

“I’m sure I could, but I’d rather not frighten the competitors unnecessarily.” That elicited a brief smile. “Was there a reason you stopped by?” I asked.

“I ran into Doc in the bar. She said you had some questions for me,” Ren said.

“I went to see her to find out how Prima died. Doc had told me that it wasn’t an accident, but I realized I didn’t know how she was killed. I thought it might help me figure out why so I could determine if the other dancers are in danger.”

“I understand. Doc was right not to share the info, but I don’t mind telling you. She was killed by a blow to the back of the head. We’re not sure what was used, but it appears someone approached her from behind and struck her. She likely died instantly, Doc says.”

“Thanks. That’s all I wanted to know. It doesn’t really help. It still could be personal or related to the competition. I got a weird vibe from Doc when I mentioned I was helping you with the investigation. Is there something going on between you two?” I asked.

“I consider Doc a friend, but nothing more,” he said.

“Just didn’t want to get you in any trouble,” I said. 

He reached for my hand, “I’d be happy to get into trouble with you any time,” he said, bringing my hand to his lips for a kiss before walking out and closing the door behind him. 

For a moment, I just stood there looking after him. 
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