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      Author Note





    

    
      This book is set in the League of Planetary Systems, which was founded in the not-too-distant future. Several planets in the Milky Way Galaxy joined together for trade and mutual protection. The League continues to grow as new planets petition for admittance. The citizens of the League represent many species, including the ogre-like Goranthi, the insectoid Martok, and the felinoid Katalan. As advanced and diverse as the League is, its problems are frighteningly familiar—greed, corruption, murder, genocide.

Frank and Jo Carey created the League as the setting for many of their science fiction tales, which span genres from Frank’s military science fiction and space opera to Jo’s sci-fi adventure and romance.

The outer fringes of League space are still being explored, and new planets continue to petition for membership. The League is part of a larger multiverse, providing an endless supply of tales to tell.

    

  

    
      Chapter 1





    

    
      "Hi, Baudwin. This was a great idea," I said. Henri, the Malpais' Alturan executive chef, and I were in my quarters on a vid call with my fiancé. We made a lot of progress on tackling the decisions about how and where we'd live our lives after we were married, but we were just getting started on the ceremony plans.

"Have you guys made the two most important decisions yet?" Henri asked, holding his stylus in his tentacle and making some notes on his datapad. 

Baudwin just looked at me. "I guess so," I said. "We've decided that I'll be the bride and Baudwin will be the groom."

They laughed. "I guess that means those weren't the two most important questions you were talking about, Henri," Baudwin said.

"No. Those are important, but I'm wondering where the ceremony will take place and when?"

"We haven't nailed those down yet, but I thought we could still figure out some of the other stuff. Henri, did the tape I gave you from the interview I did with the bakers during the last competition cruise help? I felt like my answers were good and honest."

"It helps, but we need to figure out a lot more."

We talked about what Earth customs I wanted to include and what elven customs were important to Baudwin. 

"I know who I want to be my attendant," I said, pleased that I'd made such an important decision. They both made several wrong guesses. I was just about ready to tell them that Stone, my male Goranthi boss, would be my honor attendant, when the ship's speakers broadcast a message. 

"Kat Mitchell, please come to the security office immediately." The message began to repeat. 

"Sorry guys, you can continue on without me and fill me in later. Sounds like another crisis awaits."

"Kat, are you starting a competition cruise today?" Baudwin asked.

"Of course. However did you guess?"

I headed for the security office while the recording played repeatedly through the speakers. For several months now, Galactic Cruise Lines has been hosting competition cruises based on reality television shows that were popular on Earth in the early part of the twenty-first century. I told Stone it was a bad idea from the start. Unfortunately, despite murders, pirate threats, and physical attacks, every one of those cruises made GCL a shipload of money. I reminded myself that now that I was on a first-name basis with the chairman of GCL, since he'd begun dating my grandmother, I really should talk to him about my concerns with these competitions. On the upside, it was during the investigation into the murder that occurred during the BALLROOM competition that I met GCL’s Chief Sleuthhound Baudwin Llewellyn, the elf who is now my fiancé.

Ren Listripan, the SS Malpais' security officer was waiting for me outside his office. "I'm here, Ren. Can you get someone to turn off that annoying message?"

Ren pulled me into his office and pointed to the chair in front of his desk. The top of his desk was covered in various sharp objects--scissors, rolling cutters, knives. "What's all this? Starting a new collection as a hobby?"

"No, Ms. Mitchell. These are all items I've confiscated from your competitors. Did you not read the memo about our new security limitations on what can be brought on board the Malpais?" Ren asked.

"I'm sorry. I guess I didn't see that memo. This is a competition for fashion designers. Those are the tools of their trade, as it were. How can they be expected to make clothes without using any sharp instruments? Surely you can make an exception for these items."

"Yes, Kat. As always, I'll make an exception to the rules for you."

"What's with the attitude, Ren?" I thought Ren and I had made our peace. It seemed like I'd overestimated my fellow man once again.

"Sorry, Kat. Just struggling with all these new security protocols the central office is handing down. I know why they're necessary, but it makes it hard to have an environment that lets the passengers enjoy themselves. He put all the items on his desk into a small bin and handed it to me. "Please return these to your designers. I've instructed the guards at the screening points to allow your competitors to bring aboard anything that isn't actually a weapon."

"Thanks, Ren. Sorry you're having a tough time. Maybe this competition will be focused on the clothes, and we won't have the accompanying drama to deal with."

"Of course. Who would ever think that fashion and drama would go together?"

    

  

    
      Chapter 2





    

    
      "OK. If everyone would take their seats, we'll get started,” I said. “Welcome to GCL's first-ever STYLE competition. It's going to be a busy and fun week. For this competition, we’ve set up a workspace for each of you in Cargo Bay 8. The location was marked on the map included in the paperwork you received. The security code to access the workroom is in your packets. Let's start with introductions."

The very young Draco female seated to my right stood. She was dressed in what I would describe as messy attire. If what she designed was anything like what she was wearing, I wondered why Stone and I selected her. "My name is Bibiana Lural. You can call me Bib. I specialize in all types of women's wear made of reflective cloth which I design and manufacture myself." 

We had more than two hundred entries for this competition. The business of fashion is very competitive throughout much of the League. Each planet had its own hierarchy of designers. It's only been in the past few years that there have been some designers who have made their mark League-wide. Each designer sent us details on their past work, their current video portfolio, and a personal vid explaining their interest in our competition. Stone and I agreed that we wanted to concentrate on new designers who were trying to find a market for their designs. Someone at GCL had managed to negotiate a nice prize package which included mass production of a three-piece collection by the winning designer and a coveted spot to show their designs at fashion week on Venecia. We both agreed that it would feel good to help someone get their business started. 

"I'm Jorthan Brons. I specialize in dressing beautiful women in beautiful gowns." 

Mr. Brons was gorgeous. Don't get me wrong, I still think my tall, muscular elf is the hottest thing since Erdexi hades fire peppers were discovered, but Mr. Brons was a hunk. He was about my age, making him one of the older competitors. He was dressed in an impeccably tailored suit in a striking shade of gunmetal blue that set off his deep sable brown eyes. 

"Strathan Edwards, women's office attire." Mr. Edwards was of diminutive stature for an elf, being about my height. He was thin and had none of Baudwin's muscles. His ginger-colored, curly hair was worn long. He had a pleasant smile and seemed very relaxed. His outfit was more “artsy” and less “designer.” He wore ripped jeans and an unusual graphic print t-shirt. Mr. Edwards appeared younger than the age listed on his application. I had trouble reconciling the youthful, carefree style he wore with someone who designed rather serious business suits for corporate women.

"I'm Dranek Plotrik. It's nice to meet you all. My focus is on athletic wear for men and women." Mr. Plotrik was muscular for a Halcyon. It was clear that he was a fan of athletic pursuits. He was another of the older competitors in the group. If I remembered correctly, he'd been quite an accomplished athlete on Halcyon before retiring from competition to work on his clothing line.

"My name is Dyola Worsk. I make unisex sportswear. I'm happy to be here."

Ms. Worsk looked more like a model than a designer. She was tall, with long legs and arms, very thin, with striking bright blue eyes. I hadn't met a lot of Telescu since Teles was a rather new entry into the League of Planetary Systems. 

"It's nice to meet you all again. I trust there are no issues with your cabins.” No one offered any complaints, so I moved on. "The schedule for competition events was in your packet, along with the rules. Also in there was my comm code along with Stone's. Call either of us at any time if you have questions or problems. We want this to be a fun experience for you and the passengers."

I reviewed the schedule for the rest of the day and answered a few logistical questions. I took them to see their workspaces before we headed into the small auditorium for the media meet and greet. This competition had introduced another twist for Stone and me to deal with. The League-wide entertainment channel had paid GCL a handsome fee to broadcast the competition. They would cover all the events that involved the designers, as well as having access to the designers’ workroom. I had voiced my concerns about adding this level of scrutiny to the already stressed contestants, but, as always, I was told that my fears were unfounded. I certainly hoped that proved to be the case during this cruise, but as I like to say, hope is not a plan.

    

  

    
      Chapter 3





    

    
      "This is the supply room. We'll visit here as part of each competition round for you to pull the fabric and notions you'll use. This cargo bay and the supply room inside are always locked. The personal supplies you were allowed to bring on board are stored in the back. There is a security guard on this deck at all times. There is no passenger access to this deck and very little crew traffic." I keyed my code into the lock pad, and the hatch opened. Inside was a large caged-off section with another lock. I opened that door as well and motioned for the designers to go in. 

"Go ahead and walk around so you get a feel for where things are. It will make it quicker when we come back to make your selections for Round 1. You'll be working on a time lim..."

A scream pierced the air. I followed the designers into the bay and saw Bibiana with her hand over her mouth, pointing to one of the large worktables we'd placed throughout the room. Lying on the table with feet hanging off the edge was a body. Sadly, I'd seen so many dead bodies lately that I didn't give in to the shock. "Everyone, move out of the area now. Go back out the way we came, but don't leave the bay," I said, pulling out my communicator and dialing Ren's code.

"Ren, get down to Cargo Bay 4 now, where we've set up the supply room for the competition."

"Sure, Kat, but what's wrong? We've barely gotten underway."

"Just come," I said and ended the call.

Putting an arm around Bibiana's shoulders, I led the group to the small office in the bay where there were a couple of chairs. Most of the designers were quiet, in shock, I guess. "Stay here. I'm going to meet Ren at the hatch."

When Ren stepped through the hatch, he took one look at me and said, "Not again."

"I'm afraid so. I haven't called anyone else."

Ren and I dated a few months ago. The murders that occurred during our BALLROOM competition led to a bit of a love triangle. Both Ren and Baudwin, Llewellyn, GCL's Chief Sleuthhound, were interested in me. Most women would be thrilled to have two such handsome, eligible men pursuing them so relentlessly, but for me, it became a bit of a personal crisis. I felt I had to choose between the two, but my past relationship history made me question my ability to make the right choice. I'm glad things worked out as they did, but it has made my working relationship with Ren a bit more difficult since I announced my engagement to Baudwin.

I stood back and let Ren examine the body while I took in the scene as a whole. In the past, I'd helped Ren with the investigations, usually because we weren't in a position to call in help from the central office. In this case, since we'd only just left Martok, I assumed Captain Greshock would turn around and return. If we were docked, the local OffSec office would bring investigators on board to solve the crime, if it was determined to be a crime. 

Looking at the body, I had little doubt this was another murder. The victim had a measuring tape around his neck, and it looked to me as though he'd been strangled. I remember my grandma’s measuring tape, she'd use when I was little. It was made out of some rubbery material, and I didn't see how it could be used as a weapon. It would have just stretched as more pressure was applied, but this tape was made of some sort of woven material with wire-stiffened edges which had cut into the victim's skin. He was wearing a crew uniform that indicated he was a cargo jockey or someone pretending to be one.

Ren was on his communicator making calls. I walked around the rest of the supply area to see if anything had been disturbed. A lot of the smaller bins that held things like buttons and needles had been dumped on the floor. Their contents rolling around and under the worktables.

"Were you in here alone when you found him?" Ren asked.

"No. I was giving the designers a tour. They're in the office. Bibiana Lural is the one who found the body."

"Are you OK?" he asked.

"I'll be fine."

Ren waited for his staff to arrive to photograph the scene and gather any evidence. Doc was on her way to examine the body. I took the designers to the small auditorium and called Henri to bring tea and coffee to us while we waited. Everyone had been quiet. I looked around and noticed that Strathan Edwards wasn't there. 

"Anybody know where Strathan Edwards went?" I asked.

"He didn't get in the transport tube with us," Dranek Plotrik said.

Just then, the door opened, and Strathan walked in. 

"Strathan, where have you been?" I asked.

"I was concerned about the supplies stored in my workroom, so I wanted to go check on my inventory."

I told them we'd rescheduled the media event and someone would be in to take our statements shortly. My comm bleeped before the coffee arrived. "Hi, Ren."

"Kat, I'm sending one of my staff your way. He'll stay with the designers. Take them to my office one at a time and record their statements."

"Can't we just let OffSec do that when we get back to the spaceport?" I asked.

Ren explained that we weren't going back. I didn't agree with the decision, but it wasn't up to me. According to Ren, GCL didn't want to delay the cruise. Management felt that we'd be able to handle the investigation ourselves since we'd had so much recent experience. I did realize that I probably had more experience with murder investigations than most small-town sheriffs on Earth. This was number five for me.

    

  

    
      Chapter 4





    

    
      I spent the next hour taking the designers’ statements. When I finished with the last one, I went in search of Ren. He was stepping out of the transport tube I'd been waiting to enter. He took hold of my elbow and steered me back to his office. 

"My designers didn't have much to contribute. None of them recognized the victim."

"His name is Jones. He's only been on board a month or so," Ren said. "Seems to be a bit of a loner. No one seems to know much about him."

Ren said that he had already requested a full background on the victim. We talked about who had access to the locked cargo bay--all the crewmen who worked in the cargo area, Stone, and I. He'd already requested records of everyone who had entered Cargo Bay 4 that day. Only Stone, I, and a couple of stewards had access to the supply cage inside the cargo bay. 

"What did Doc say?"

"Besides a few Alturan expletives directed at your competitors, not much. Looked pretty obvious that he was strangled with that measuring tape. Seems like someone thought Jones just didn't measure up.”
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      Media people took up the first three rows of seats in the small auditorium. The film crew had two camera people roaming around, and everyone seemed upbeat. During the meet and greet for the ballroom competitors, we had one media person who kept asking questions of one of the couples that were clearly intended to engender ire. Other than that one time, all of the media events had been fairly innocuous. 

Stone and I tried very hard to use the lessons learned from the previous competitions to ensure we didn't make the same mistakes again. During the BAKE cruise, we had some food bloggers on board who posted inflammatory reviews of the competitors and the contest as a whole. To offset any such occurrence during this competition, GCL had sent its own blogger along on this cruise to make positive posts on social media about the competition. I made it a point to introduce myself to Phyllis Steen, the young Sokuhl blogger who worked for GCL. Ms. Steen was nothing if not positive. Stone and I suspected we'd have several fashion bloggers on board, and two introduced themselves with their blog names when they asked questions during the meet and greet. I have to admit I shivered a little when I remembered my encounter with the food bloggers during the baking competition. I know there's a famous quote about the media that says the pen is mightier than the sword, but I'm not sure where a blogger with a blaster would fall on that scale.

We gave the designers strict instructions not to mention the body and let them have some time to relax before they faced the reporters.

Most of the designers seemed fairly relaxed with the media. Only Ms. Worsk seemed a bit tentative. I suspected this might be the first time she'd traveled away from her home planet of Teles and faced a broader spectrum of the media contingent. She did fine. She's gorgeous, and that, combined with the fact that Teles is new to the League so more of a novelty on other planets, probably explained why more of the questions were directed at her than at the other competitors. She handled it well but seemed tentative in some of her answers.

I got a signal from Stone that it was time to wrap things up, so I took the microphone and explained about the fashion shows that would take place that weren't part of the competition itself. We'd learned from our experience that it was good to find a way to get the passengers involved more directly with the competitors. In this case, each designer would do a full fashion show of their line. Each day on the cruise, after the competition started, a different designer would present their collection unless we were docked somewhere. Stone brought the session to a close. I hustled the designers out, reminding them that they had only a few hours to prepare for the evening's fashion show.

After I got them all on their way, I headed off in search of Henri. I knew he'd be in the midst of dinner preparations, but his job involved the menu planning and coming up with recipes, by this time, his staff would be handling everything unless there was a crisis.

I found him with one reassuring tentacle around the shoulders of a young sous chef while another tentacle was stirring a pot on the stove and a third was adding ingredients. I could see Henri's point that a chef could never have too many hands or, in the case of the Malpais' Alturan executive chef--tentacles. 

"Hi, Henri, I'm sorry to interrupt. I was just wondering if you had time to fill me in on the rest of the call with Baudwin."

"We do have things to discuss, but I need to take care of some things here in the kitchen. I know you have no votes to count tonight. How about I bring cake and tea to your cabin around 2130?"

"Sounds great. I can't wait to hear what you guys came up with."
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      Walking back to my cabin, I ran into Rudock, one of the Malpais' cargo jockeys, who is actually an agent working for Baudwin. He's working undercover on the ship. I only know this because Baudwin had tasked Rudock with keeping me safe if trouble befell. He'd been living in the cabin across from me for months, but I swear I'd never noticed him until he decided that I might need protection during the investigation into the murder that occurred during the baking competition while we were down an engine and had no communication with the outside world. 

"Good evening, Rudock. Is everything secure?" 

"Yes, ma'am," he said, looking just a little scared of me. I felt bad that I made the young elf uncomfortable, but I could understand. Stunning someone and trapping them in a shuttlecraft probably isn't the best way to build a friendship. He opened his cabin door across from mine. Before he could close it, I said, "I need your help with something." 

"Sure, ma'am. What do you need?"

"He was still holding on to his cabin door, anxious to bolt inside at the first opportunity. 

"Come in for a minute," I said, pushing my door open. 

Inside, he stayed backed up against the door. "Rudock, I'm not going to hurt you. Relax." His shoulders lowered to a slightly less terrorized level. "Do you know a cargo jockey named Jones?"

"Yes."

Rudock's typical monosyllabic answers weren't great for sharing information. All I was able to learn from Rudock was that Jones kept mostly to himself and seemed to do his job. I asked him to let me know if he heard anything that might be relevant to the murder.

I showered, dressed for dinner, and headed for the dining room. Because of the women's fashion focus of our competitors and the fact that in most League cultures women tended to be more interested in fashion than males, most of the passengers on this cruise were females. The gender division on most space cruises was fairly even, but GCL had learned that these competition cruises could alter that ratio.

When we planned this competition, we had talked about bringing in some celebrity judges, people who were well known in the field, but GCL had done passenger surveys after the other competitions which indicated that the passengers enjoyed having the power to decide who won. For the ACAPELLA cruise, we brought in an expert to provide commentary and explanations to the passengers, but it wasn't appreciated. Since we had a media crew on board for this cruise, GCL agreed that the on-camera reporter would handle the introductions of the competitors and solicit comments from passengers in the crowd. 

Stone and I met with the reporter, Madge Renfrew, before heading to the dining room. Madge was memorable. She was a young female Alturan who wore bright pink bows tied around the base of each of her three eyestalks. Stone and I went over the competition schedule and plans for each event as well as discussing some of our concerns. She listened and seemed to understand her role.  

For me, it meant less work to do and more time to enjoy the delicious food Henri prepared for dinner every night. Other than keeping the designers on track, my job in all of this was to count the votes each night and deliver the news of who'd been eliminated each morning at the competitors' meeting on camera. I wasn't looking forward to the on-camera part. I didn't like to be the bearer of bad news. I had that duty for the BALLROOM and ACAPELLA competitions, and none of the competitors ever seemed to blame me or take it personally, but it wasn't a fun task. 

Tonight, I was seated at a table with only one male. He was part of a Martok couple, neither of whom seemed very interested in the fashion aspect of the cruise. They were celebrating an anniversary, and it was the date that was their reason for choosing this cruise. Joining us at the table were two Tralaskan females who were celebrating the culmination of a business deal on Cora, three sisters from Terapia who owned a boutique, and me. Other than the usual issue with the Tralaskan females asserting what they believed was their species' superiority over everyone else in the League, it was a pleasant group. The conversation flowed easily, and the meal was fabulous, as always. Sometimes when people hear that the executive chef on the Malpais is Alturan, they expect all the food will have the taste of nutribars since the Alturans look on that food staple as the nectar of the gods, but Henri's food is excellent. I love everything he makes.

When the entrees were being served, Stone took the microphone and introduced Madge, explaining that she would be functioning as hostess for the fashion events during the cruise. He went over a few specifics about the week's activities and then turned things over to the media contingent. Between each of the courses, Madge introduced some of the designers and talked about the plans for the week. 

When dessert was served, I made my way backstage to get the designers and their models lined up for the show. I don't pay a lot of attention to the latest fashion trends. When I'm on board the Malpais, I'm usually wearing my ship's uniform of a white button front shirt and navy pencil skirt or navy pants with comfortable shoes. It's not fashionable at all, but it's practical for the duties of an assistant cruise director. For dinner, I do have to dress up in a cocktail dress or fancy top with dress slacks. I have my favorites, but I doubt any of them could be considered cutting-edge fashion. 

As the designers made their final preparations, I looked around the dining room and found it amusing that the passengers appeared a much more stylish lot than usual. I guess it made sense that many
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