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  ONE


  The babble of voices increased, rising like a wave as the small theater filled after the intermission. Marlo leaned back in his seat and sighed as it settled around his substantial girth. This was nerve-wracking. Under his curling hair, his auricular membranes were beginning to throb with the tension. To his left, his neighbor studied the program notes running in red letters across the back of the chair in front of him. Marlo watched his stained fingernail tapping the arm of the seat nervously as he read. Nochalka nuts, Marlo thought. Expensive habit. Addictive, too, he’d heard.


  Anxiety vibrated in the air. It was in the high-pitched laughter, in the voices talking too fast, in the sudden silences. Merculians took their dancing seriously and everyone here had a stake in who would win this prestigious prize: parents, friends, lovers, relatives, even agents and managers scouting out the new crop. Most of all, the young dancers themselves. The Arts Media Team chatted in their roped off section near the front, their round bright eyes scanning the audience from time to time in search of some celebrity slipping in at the last moment. Three contestants remained in competition for the grand prize, a gift of credits and a contract to apprentice with a major dance company. Winning would mean so much for his dear Sali, but from what he had picked up during the four days of the contest, the favorite was Italbo.


  The celebrity judges were coming back now, bowed into their places by an obsequious usher: the renowned dance choreographer with long silver hair, the rake thin director of the Laurel Dance Company giving the prize, and one of Merculian’s greatest dancers whose name Marlo had forgotten. He was not immersed in the dance world like so many of his people, but even he recognized the curly black hair and knowing dark eyes of this dancer, whose image was everywhere whenever the Merculian National Dance Company was performing. And now dear Sali’s fate rested in the hands of these three.


  Marlo glanced around the theater, his practiced eye taking in many details most would miss: the glittering hair ornaments, colorful scarves, showy jewelry, and the few trying to hide expressions of bitterness and disappointment. There had to be losers at a competition. But it was clear that a large percentage of the audience had come to cheer on their family members, just as he had, staying on to see who won. There were more float-cams than usual, gliding soundlessly high above their heads, probably for the use of the judges who might want to check some details. He noticed several of the off-world security guards, dressed in the uniform of Black Circle, the group usually hired for events needing crowd control. He doubted this audience would tax their skills much.


  Smiling to himself at the idea, he tapped Sali’s name on the program and the young dancer’s image sprang to life, leapt across the small screen, bowed and vanished. Marlo blinked back tears. His only sibling’s only child. And now both parents were far away on their stranded ship, unable to get here to cheer him on, on this most important day of his young life.


  “Are you all right?” His neighbor leaned over so close his peppery breath made Marlo draw away.


  “It’s taking a long time, isn’t it?” Marlo said, glancing at his chronometer.


  His neighbor ran a lace handkerchief over his sweating face. “I can’t take much more of this waiting.”


  Marlo nodded sympathetically. “It’s hard when they’re family.”


  “Oh, he’s not my kid. I’ve followed his career for a while though and—” The neighbor winked. “I think he’s going to win.”


  “I’m sure we all feel that way about our favorites,” Marlo said coolly.


  “Yeah, but listen.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “The smart money’s on this Barcelin kid. Trust me.”


  Marlo turned away and patted the buttons on his tunic. He could feel the pull of the silver-threaded material stretched tight across his expanse of stomach, threatening to pop the tiny pearlized buttons. Nervously he tugged at his wide sash, trying to cover the slight gap already showing where there was the most strain. To stop himself from fiddling, he watched the people across the aisle from him. Several were holding hands and swaying, eyes closed, communicating as only Merculians can, by touch. Marlo sighed, wishing he had someone beside him, someone to hold his hand, to send affection straight to his heart.


  The noise in the theater was growing, people coughing restlessly, voices loud with questions.


  “Technical difficulties, perhaps?” his neighbor suggested.


  “Perhaps.” Sali had mentioned some sort of spectacular group dance that would end the competition. All three contestants had a part. It would test their partner skills, Sali said.


  Around them the audience began a chant, clapping rhythmically.


  Marlo watched an usher approach the judges’ seats, bend over and whisper something. All three rose to their feet at once and filed out.


  The theater erupted in catcalls and shouts.


  Something was definitely wrong. Something more than technical difficulties. Even Marlo, humble amateur chorister that he was, unschooled in the ways of the dance world, knew if it were something simple they would have been told by now.


  “Hey,” said his neighbor, “what’s going on?”


  Marlo noticed one of the security team coming up the aisle, heading for his seat. A Terran female.


  “Chai Dasha Bogardini?”


  Marlo nodded.


  “Would you come with me, please?”


  Marlo bit down hard on his lip to keep the questions at bay and heaved himself out of his seat.


  His neighbor reached for him with questions, but Marlo pulled away and followed the guard at a steady trot down the aisle.


  “What’s happened? Is Sali all right?”


  “I don’t know, sir…er…Com. They just need a regulator, an Investigator, I mean. I noticed you when you came in today and recognized you from an incident in the capital a few weeks ago. I have a memory for faces.”


  “Fabulous,” muttered Marlo. He was getting short of breath but he followed the tall security guard through a door near the stage. As the door closed, the noise from the restless audience faded. At once the warm rusts, gilt colors and plush floor coverings from the front of house gave way to grey paint and hard floors. Harsh light bounced off the shiny surfaces. From somewhere nearby came the sound of sobbing cutting through a low murmur of voices. Marlo began to run.


  “Right through here,” the guard said, running ahead of him and motioning to her left.


  Marlo almost collided with the woman as he skidded around the corner. And directly onto the huge stage. Harsh working lights illumined the space, the complicated set a series of steps and long planks at different levels casting sharp shadows on the floor like some menacing alien structure. Several security guards and a few stagehands stood around, and one, a tall Serpian male, was trying to get them to move away from the scene.


  A small crumpled body lay half crushed beneath the towering set of discs and planks, his face turned away from Marlo. An older Merculian knelt beside the body, shaking his head.


  Marlo blinked. The scene blurred around him.


  “It’s the Italbo kid,” said the Terran and she reached out a strong arm to steady him as he staggered.


  Marlo caught his breath in a half sob and blinked back the tears. He nodded his thanks and looked around the area for possible witnesses. There was Barcelin, leaning against the props table off to one side looking stunned. And there was Sali near him. Unharmed. Dressed in his bright, sparkling costume for his final dance solo, sobbing into a large handkerchief. Marlo stopped himself from rushing across the stage to fold him into his arms.


  “A violent death, right? The kind you and your Major Incident Team investigates?” The Terran stood with crossed arms staring at him.


  “We’ll see.” Marlo forced himself to look more closely at the accident. The mangled body of the young dancer lay half under the heavy undercarriage of the set, which was made to wheel onto the stage for the group dance number. Probably the dancer had fallen as the set moved. Either it was not locked down properly, or someone accidently moved it in a way that unlocked the supports.


  “I called the theater’s healer,” the Terran said, as if trying to gain points for her quick thinking.


  Of course, Terrans were trained for violence and much better able to handle it. Well, he had to handle it now. He was the ranking officer here, apparently.


  “He’s beyond help,” murmured the healer.


  “That’s why I came to get you,” the female interrupted. “There’s no one in this small town with any experience—”


  “Enough.” Experience. He sighed. There were few violent deaths on Merculian. The usual crimes were smuggling, which he thought privately was often done more for fun than anything else, and frequent drunk and disorderlies, especially during Festival times. There was a whole busy unit devoted to the latter. There were some nasty situations involving visiting aliens, usually caused by misunderstandings and of course missing persons and now and then even kidnappings, also usually involving aliens. But violent deaths were not common, and most were accidents. One was personal for Marlo, and it hurt like a knife in his heart to be reminded of it like this.


  Steeling himself, he knelt beside the crumpled form of the young dancer. Italbo. The favorite. Everyone said so, when they were being honest. Could he have had some mysterious health problem that made him fall? Could he have succumbed to all the stress and taken something? What was he doing up there anyway at intermission?


  “He was practicing his part in the finale, chai.”


  Marlo hadn’t realized he had spoken the last question aloud. Startled he turned to the speaker, the third member of the trio, Barcelin.


  Marlo nodded. He tried not to look at the dead dancer’s greyish face. One glazed round eye was half open. “Do you know the cause of death?” he asked the Healer.


  “Pretty obvious, that. Run over by the machinery, wouldn’t you say?” The Healer moved the body slightly and Marlo saw the blood seeping out from his right side. Gashes across his muscled legs where the wheels had cut into him. A trickle of blood dripping from his nose.


  Marlo rocked back on his heels. “Poor thing. No signs of foul play?”


  “Tragic accident in my opinion.” The Healer shrugged. “Still, there’ll have to be an autopsy, I suppose. You agree? They’ll have to take him to the city. No facilities here, you know. I’ve already been in touch. Should be here soon.” The healer jumped to his feet, adjusted his scarf and swept off.


  Marlo looked across the stage at Sali and then looked away from the shocked face. The other dancer was being held in the arms of a friend, possibly a lover, Marlo thought, noting the expression of devotion on his face. He got to his feet, ignoring the hand Boothby held out to him. That poor family, probably sitting out in the theater, waiting to see their loved one dance to glory. I should clear the scene before the hospital-car gets here, he thought. He looked over at Boothby, now standing nearby, arms akimbo.


  “Everyone, clear the scene, please. Return to your dressing rooms, or wherever you should be during intermission. Someone will be along shortly to talk to you.”


  “You going to talk to all of them?” Boothby asked, one eyebrow quirked. “Is your team coming up from the city?”


  “It’s an accident,” Marlo said. He sank into a chair near the edge of the stage. “I need to find out what went wrong here, but I don’t think we’ll need my team.” Thank heavens, he added to himself. They were busy enough lately.


  “Chai, if I may interrupt?” A Merculian with tired dark eyes and thinning hair pulled back in a ponytail approached, rubbing his hands together anxiously. “I’m the theater manager and I need to know what I can tell the audience? They’re getting quite…strident.”


  “There’s been a tragic accident here,” Marlo began, feeling the anger rise, “and you worry about the audience? I need to talk to that child’s family. Are they out front?”


  “Yes, chai. Shall I send an usher to bring them here?”


  “Not here! Do you have a more … congenial space to take them?”


  “The VIP lounge. We’ll take them there.”


  “Good. Give me fifteen minutes, then I’ll talk to them.” I have to see Sali first, he thought distractedly. “Once they’re away, announce to the audience that the competition is cancelled until further notice.”


  “What? I can’t do that!”


  “Yes you can. Now, do it.”


  “But—”


  “Go!”


  There was silence as the theater manager walked away. No one now remained but Marlo, Boothby and two security guards marking off the area with silver ribbons. An odd choice, Marlo thought, but perhaps all that was available.


  “I’d guess this is not why you joined the force, sir,” Boothby said.


  Marlo clicked his tongue in irritation. “How long have you served on Merculian, Boothby?”


  “Three weeks, but I’ve read Merculian Manual 9.4 twice.”


  “Read it again,” snapped Marlo.


  “I’m sorry, I keep forgetting about the male/female thing. I mean it’s confusing using ‘he’ all the time even though you’re all hermaphrodites and… Sorry. Won’t happen again.”


  “See that it doesn’t. The ‘he’ thing is a translation glitch of long standing. Just ignore it.” Marlo heaved himself wearily to his feet. “Look, I’ve got to speak to one of the youngsters first. Show me where the dressing rooms are.”


  “Follow me, sir—I mean…Com Bogardini.”


  Fabulous, thought Marlo, as he followed her through the maze of narrow concrete corridors, but at least she was making an effort.


  TWO


  “It could have been me!” whispered Sali a few minutes later, his head against Marlo’s chest.


  They were sitting in the dressing room assigned to the youth when he had reached the final round of the competition.


  Marlo hugged him tighter. “What do you mean?”


  “Well, you know we aren’t supposed to go onto the stage during intermission. But we all did it this time. The set is so massive and complicated and we hadn’t had much time to practice on it because they were late getting it finished. Some sort of technical difficulty. I was just lucky, I guess. But Itsy…”


  Under Marlo’s hand, Sali’s hair felt soft as silk, warm and slightly damp. Through their touch, the emotions flowed raw and bleeding, like the blood shed by the unfortunate Italbo. This was the downside of being touch telepaths. “Hush,” he said. “Hush now.”


  But Sali couldn’t stop talking. “No one was friends with him, Tan Marlo, I mean not really. It was almost like a curse, I suppose, us all knowing he was from a great dance dynasty family, even though he didn’t use all his names. And we knew he was sleeping with Triani, but I liked him, you know? He was really nice.”


  “Wait. He was sleeping with one of the judges?” Marlo drew back and looked down into Sali’s tear stained face, sure he must have misheard.


  The young dancer shrugged. “It didn’t mean anything. Everyone knows that one sleeps with just about every young dancer around.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Why would I?”


  “Because it’s against the rules, Sali! Italbo should have been disqualified!”


  “Exactly, and is that fair? Nothing would happen to Triani, and Itsy would never speak to me again!”


  “And that matters.” Youth, Marlo thought, and the strange twisted ways of the heart. He shook his head.


  “Well, it doesn’t matter now.” Sali sniffed and blew his nose on the lacy handkerchief Marlo handed him.


  They were quiet for a few minutes, Marlo patting Sali on the back, making comforting circles with the flat of his hand. Through the open door he could hear a few of the after-death team moving around, murmuring directions to each other, the soft whir of the trolley floating the body along the corridor to the loading dock.


  “Tomorrow there’ll probably be a Memory Circle for Itsy,” Sal said, sitting up.


  “They’ll do it here?”


  “I don’t know for sure, but it should be where he wanted to be, shouldn’t it? In a theater. Itsy was First Order Merculian, you know. Wherever they have it the wine will be wonderful.”


  Marlo smiled.


  “I don’t know how we can have the closing dance now. Part of it’s for three people.”


  “Wait and see,” Marlo soothed.


  Sali stood up and smoothed out the wrinkles in his sea green tunic. “I have to go back to the residence now,” he said, “it’s getting late. If I miss curfew, Barcelin will win by default. He keeps all the rules.”


  “Then don’t be late.”


  The slender young dancer hesitated at the door. “Thanks for being here, Tan Marlo.”


  “Where else would I be?”


  Marlo watched him go, the smile fading from his face.


  They were waiting for him in the VIP lounge standing regally beside the crystal table, hand in hand. Italbo’s blond, blue-eyed parents. The gold chain of the First Order glinted at their waists. With them stood a younger child, the image of Italbo.


  “What has happened?” said the one in blue silk, his pale eyes boring into Marlo’s.


  “I’m afraid there has been an accident,” Marlo began. “Italbo slipped and hit his head. I…ah…”


  “Is he all right?”


  “Ah, no. I’m afraid he died as a result of his injuries.”


  “What? No. No. That’s not right. It can’t be.”


  “I’m afraid it is.”


  “How could this happen to our Itsy?” wailed the one in white. “How?”


  Marlo steeled himself to speak calmly, trying to be an anchor in this sea of emotion. “Apparently he came onto the stage near the end of the intermission to walk through his next dance number.” Marlo waved in the general direction of the darkened stage. “The set is complicated, working sort of like the keys of a giant instrument, only farther apart. I gather they move up and down with the music. Somehow he must have slipped on one and fell, hitting the lever that held the whole thing in place, making it move over him. I am so sorry.”


  “But he wouldn’t slip!” cried the young sibling, clutching a pair of Italbo’s worn dance shoes to his chest. Where did he pick them up? “He never slips!”


  “Where is he? I have to see him! I bore that child! I carried him within me—”


  “Yes, dearest. We’ll go together.”


  “He will be going to the city with the after-death team,” Marlo went on. “He should be ready to see now. Follow me.”


  Marlo led them to the back of the theater where the after-death team was waiting to board the air-car to the city. The team had covered the young dancer with a white blanket and washed the blood from his face and hair. He looked peaceful but very pale.


  For one long moment there was no sound. Then a piercing wail shattered the stillness, rising, rising to an ear-splitting scream.


  


  Marlo walked through the park beside the theater, wanting to clear his head. The scrum of media reporters so much in evidence earlier was nowhere to be seen, having apparently slaked their ghoulish thirst and gone off to stream their sensationalized stories, although perhaps they would be more careful this time, knowing the poor dead child was from such an influential family. But the cynical experienced part of him smirked at the naiveté of this idea. Nothing would save poor Italbo from any of their probing and muck raking. Marlo was glad that at least Sali had not managed to get really close to his idol and would therefore be left out of it all.


  Marlo blinked back the tears as he walked. It wasn’t far to the small inn where he had a sleeping chamber. When he had arrived three days ago he had thought he would be going home to the Capital tomorrow. He was not looking forward to the extra day, maybe two, he would have to be here now. The quaintness, at first so appealing to his sense of humor, was beginning to annoy him. He winced as the door chimes played a merry tune as he entered. If he heard it one more time he would do something drastic!


  Gritting his teeth he set about seeking out and disabling all the cutesy sound effects in his vicinity: the warbling birds that sang the same series of trills every time he passed the round window; the music that played softly as his head touched the pillow each evening; the fake waterfall that tinkled faintly as he opened the curtains to his shower. Gone. He smiled with satisfaction as he undid the long row of round pearlized buttons down the front of his tunic, not allowing himself to be the least bit disturbed when he had to hold his breath to loosen the ones over his rotund stomach. He hung up his clothes carefully, put on his sleeping robe and stretched out on his bed, his feet resting on an air pillow. He opened the carved box he kept in his pocket and slipped one of the green dream lozenges onto his tongue. He had had a hard day. He deserved to relax.


  Poor Sali, falling in love with his competitor, a dancer born to win, with talent, connections, good looks, everything. A dancer who probably was barely aware of Sali’s existence and who was now out of the competition the only way he could be, by suffering a terrible accident. Poor child.


  Marlo closed his eyes and drifted off. The last thing he was aware of was the tinkling of bells outside his window. Tomorrow he must go out there and disable the wind chimes.


  Marlo woke up several times, startled out of sleep by vivid images of death, blood on the stage floor, tears on the faces surrounding him. Once it was the sound of Italbo’s parent’s scream, that one penetrating drawn-out sound that pierced his head with pain. Once it was an image from two years ago, more blood, another crumpled body, but this one, so dear to him. Each time he reached for a dream lozenge and drifted off again.


  At last he woke up to sunshine streaming through the rope trees outside his window. It took a few minutes for yesterday’s tragedy to come crashing back. But it was over. There was nothing for him to do now but report to his office and try to wrangle another day or two off so he could be here for Sali. This took longer than he expected and it was noon by the time he had the grudging approval from his boss.


  The day was glorious. After a long lunch eaten outside watching the world go by, he took a walk around the pretty resort town. The walkways were full of strolling couples, groups of street performers, music balloons floating by, adding to the atmosphere of fun. It was pretty but underneath it all, dull, he decided, a town living vicariously by entertaining those coming from the capital for rest and relaxation. This dance competition wasn’t the only one running here. He discovered there was a choral festival as well. How had he missed that? Of course, his own group sang for the sheer pleasure of singing and rarely entered competitions. Still, it was something to tell them about when he got home. He might like to attend. He was reading all about it, taking notes on his com dev when the vibration warned him a message was coming in. A message with the First Priority Code.


  He walked a short distance away from the crowds and answered.


  “Dasha Bogardini.”


  “This is a priority message, security 1. Are we on the secure channel?”


  Marlo punched in his code. “We are now,” he said. “What’s this about?”


  “Charlo here, from the post-death team. About the death at the Laurel Rose Dance Competition yesterday. I just finished the autopsy, which I was pushed into doing early, I might add, because of who his family is. I’m contacting you first with the results because I’m told you are on the scene, and besides, you know how sweet I am on you.”


  “Oh sure. I’m not feeling too sweet at the moment. I’m the one who had to tell his family about the accident.”


  “It wasn’t an accident.”


  “What?”


  “On close examination of the body we found a stab wound that pierced his right lung. That alone would have been fatal, but the body was then pushed under the mechanism, some sort of stage set, I gather, and this masked the true cause of death. It was murder.”


  THREE


  The bench shuddered as Marlo sank into it. He was breathing hard as if after running. Murder! How could anyone have killed that child? Any child, for that matter, though he had heard of such things. But here? In this charming resort village just outside the capital? But what does location have to do with evil?


  He dug his official wrist band that was patched directly into Regulator Headquarters out of his bag and snapped it on. He had barely finished when it buzzed like an angry wasp.


  “You’re the one who will have to lead this investigation,” said his boss without preamble, his usually pinched face flushed with anxiety on the small screen. “You’re on the scene, you’re the most senior officer there and you’ve already dealt with these people.”


  “I know,” said Marlo with resignation. “Who are you sending?”


  “Tabor.”


  “But he’s a rookie! All he’s done is traffic control!”


  “He’s eager to learn. Lots of enthusiasm. And his sibling’s a dancer,” he added as if this clinched the deal.


  “Fabulous,” muttered Marlo. “Who else?”


  “Look, that big fraud case has just broken wide open and now involves two alien embassies, We need everyone on it. It should be over in a few days, then I can send a team. Can you handle things till then?”


  “But this is a murder!” exclaimed Marlo incredulously. “Surely that takes precedence!”


  “In most cases, yes, but this one involves politics at the highest levels, interplanetary law and diplomatic immunity. Heads of state are mixing in!”


  “The victim here is First Order Merculian,” Marlo pointed out.


  He could hear the captain sigh. “If I can spare someone else, I’ll send them. Do your best, Marlo. Use that Terran officer from Black Circle who was on the scene. We have a reciprocity agreement with them, you know. Use it. I’ll send a trace team over now, though it’s probably too late for much trace to be left.”


  Marlo stared at the tiny screen on his wrist but the face of his Captain was gone. “Fabulous,” he muttered, getting to his feet. He could just imagine Boothby’s smug look when she heard she was to be part of a murder case.


  Marlo changed into his plain chocolate brown tunic, which luckily had no buttons down the front for him to worry about and checked the scant notes he had made on the death of Italbo. He suspected he wouldn’t have much time before he would get panicked calls from the theater, anguished calls from the family and a sobbing call from Sali. News travels fast and bad news even faster. He would have to get moving.


  “Flying farts!” he muttered, realizing that of course he would be the one to tell the poor parents this horrible news. He mustn’t forget to warn Boothby to say nothing and report to him only.


  Marlo checked his image in the mirror and patted down his sun-streaked fair hair. He had started wearing it shorter lately and was still not used to it barely touching his shoulders. It was his pride and joy, the only aspect of his looks he thought of as the least bit attractive, but lately even that had not brought him any interest on the sexual front. He should lose some weight. Or maybe he just wasn’t trying hard enough. He thought of the famous dancer judge who had slept with Italbo and frowned. He apparently never had any trouble in that department, but then he had celebrity on his side. And youth, he added.


  The first people he had to speak to were Italbo’s relatives and that did not go as expected. Both parents were in the Theater Residence, packing up his things. They looked like more mature images of their dead child, Marlo now noticed. The resemblance was unnerving. One of them was trying to pack dance clothes, moving them from one bag into another, taking them out again, his movements robotic. The other stood holding a blue tunic, his face buried in the silky material, seeking solace in Italbo’s lingering scent.


  He put down the tunic and turned to Marlo. He cleared his throat. “We are holding the Memory Circle here tomorrow. Itsy would want it in a theater.”


  Marlo nodded. When he told them, as gently as he could, that their child’s death was now considered a murder, there was complete silence. The only way he knew they had heard was that all movement stopped. Both parents stared at him, their round blue eyes filling with tears. Marlo noticed the distinctive gold chains of the First Order Merculian glinting at both waists.


  The continued silence in the room was agonizing. Marlo shifted his weight uneasily. He wished he were back in his office, working on the fraud case with the others. Outside he could hear the water in the fountain, playing a merry tune.


  “I am really sorry,” Marlo said hesitantly, finally breaking the silence. “I can’t tell you how sorry.”


  “What you say is quite impossible.”


  Startled, Marlo blinked, trying to register which of them had spoken. Before he had decided, the taller of the two crumpled to the floor.


  “I am so sorry,” Marlo babbled, feeling as if he had personally struck the blow that felled him. “We will find who did this and—”


  “Leave us, please.” The elder-looking of the pair knelt down and took his spouse in his arms.


  As Marlo left, heartbreaking sobs followed him down the curving corridor. “Isn’t this going well,” he muttered.


  In the theater next door things did not go much better.


  “Surely you don’t mean we have to stop the competition?” exclaimed the manager, absolute disbelief on his face.


  “Unless you can think of a way to continue without using the scene of the crime, otherwise known as the stage and the set in the middle of it, I do mean exactly that.” Marlo sat down on the other side of the large desk in the manager’s office and crossed his legs, glad at last to have something he could be firm about. Outside the window he saw the Terran officer Boothby striding along the walkway, head held high, shoulders back, the very picture of military spit and polish, heading for the theater’s side entrance.


  “But you can’t stop things now!” exclaimed the manager, tears glistening in his tired eyes. “It’s the finale!”


  “Yes, I can. And you can’t have it tomorrow because of the Memory Circle his parents are holding here.”


  “I know, but how long before the finale can take place?”


  Marlo shrugged. “Naturally we all want to find whoever did this as soon as possible, but there are certain protocols to observe and it all takes time.”


  “That poor sweet child.” The manager was wringing his hands distractedly but whether because of how he felt about Italbo or about the hiatus in the competition was hard to say.


  “I want a list of everyone who was here yesterday, backstage and in front. Could you get that for me?”


  “But the place was full!”


  “I know. I may have to contact some of them.”


  “Oh great.” The manager shook his head. “This is going to get unpleasant.”


  “I’d say it’s much more than unpleasant already,” remarked Marlo, getting to his feet. “Is anyone here right now?”


  “All three judges are in the Residence Dining Hall. Who do you want first?”


  “The dancer.”


  “That should be entertaining,” muttered the manager under his breath, reaching for the com dev on his desk.


  “Ten minutes in the VIP suite.” Marlo opened the door and walked out.


  In the hall, Boothby stood at attention, holding her stiff round black hat under one arm. When she saw Marlo, she stepped forward. “Reporting for duty as ordered, Com.”


  “Thank you, Boothby. We’re short-handed at the moment so I appreciate your help. Walk with me.”


  Boothby towered over the slightly rotund Merculian, and she had to bend her head to listen, her heavy dark bangs falling over her eyes. “You need me to take notes, boss?”


  “No, I can switch on the halocam, but another pair of eyes and ears is always useful. You may pick up something I miss.”


  “And if I do? I mean can I ask questions, too?”


  “Have you had much experience in this sort of thing?”


  “I’m a quick study. Just give me a chance.”


  “Easy does it, officer. Let’s go outside for a few minutes while I bring you up to speed on the case.”


  As they went out the stage door together Marlo glanced around for cameras. He knew in a place like this they would be everywhere backstage, which would be useful to them later on, but right now he wanted privacy. They walked a little way in silence until he was sure they were out of range. Marlo leaned against the garden wall and ticked off the facts they knew so far. There was really nothing she didn’t already know but she just nodded and kept murmuring assent as he went along.


  “Got it,” she said when he was finished.


  Marlo nodded. He pulled his official regulator halocam out of his sash and hung it around his neck Although it was tiny, it was made conspicuous by the wide official ribbon it was hanging on and the Regulator dragon crest suspended from it.


  Back inside, he hesitated, confused by the narrow corridors branching off in several directions.


  “This way, boss,” Boothby said, gesturing to a short flight of carpeted stairs. She opened the door at the top and stood back to let Marlo go in first.


  He wasn’t sure whether or not this form of address was any better than being called ‘sir’, but he let it go. At least this one was true. He was her boss. With this thought in mind, he stepped through the ornate door into the soft lights and luxury of the VIP suite. The space was completely at odds with the utilitarian area they had just left.


  “Fancy shmancy,” muttered Boothby, looking around admiringly.


  “Only one thing missing,” said Marlo. “Our dancer.”


  “Oh yeah.” Boothby wandered around the room, examining the shimmering murals. She dipped her fingers in the luminous waterfall and touched the silver music balloons in one corner, setting off a tinkling rendition of a popular song, familiar to Marlo from his choral rehearsals.


  “Focus, Boothby,” Marlo snapped, and was immediately sorry for taking out his irritation on her. He glanced at his chronometer. The dancer was late.


  Marlo glanced up as the door flew open and Triani swept in, a bottle of wine in one hand and a glass in the other.


  “Hi, sweeties. Make yourselves comfortable. I brought wine.” He winked at the astonished Boothby, grinned at Marlo and sank gracefully into a white fluffy divan, his diaphanous garments floating around him, slipping seductively off one shoulder. His matching silk stockings clung to his long, muscled legs and shimmered as he crossed his ankles slowly.


  Marlo blushed as he realized he had been holding in his stomach as he stared at those legs far too intensely. Abruptly he raised his eyes, only to encounter the dancer’s mocking smile.


  “Chai Triani, this is not a social occasion,” he said stiffly, sitting down opposite him.


  “Oh sweetie, it could be,” cooed the dancer.


  “Italbo’s death was not an accident, as we first thought. It was murder.”


  Triani sat up alertly, his whole manner changing. “And why are you talking to me?”


  “In this sort of situation we talk to everyone who was around the victim about the time of his death. Everyone.”


  “This is being recorded?” Triani asked, looking at the halocam around Marlo’s neck.


  “Yes, chai. It’s protocol.”


  “Well, I’m sure everyone will say he was a sweet little innocent, but let me tell you, sweetie, he was a manipulative conniving little bitch.”


  Shocked, Marlo drew back, feeling his mouth open in a small o of distress. He noticed Boothby move closer, one hand on her side arm.


  “How can you say something like that about a dead youngster?” she asked, obviously angry.


  “Because it’s true, sweetie. You going to shoot me?”


  “My name is Officer Boothby!”


  “All right.” Marlo waved Boothby back and glared at Triani. “Tell me why you say that about the youngster you were sleeping with.”


  “Ah, I see the gossip mill is working well. Because, Officer sweetie, it’s true. Look, I’ve been here five days, and incidentally I expected to go home tonight. That first day I went around to visit all 8 contestants in their new star dressing rooms. There was the usual gushing fan stuff and blushing shyness I regularly get from young dancers, except with Itsy. All of them were fully dressed, except for Itsy, who was half naked, and pretended not to have known I was coming. Really? The other two judges had made the rounds before me, but I am sure he was fully dressed for them. That desiccated choreographer is totally asexual and that director whatshisname is only in love with his work and Itsy would know that.”


  “How would he know?” asked Marlo, really interested. “Gossip?”


  “More than that. He’s an Adelantis.”


  “And?”


  Triani sighed. “You don’t know? They’re a big dance
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