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      Orli staggered out of the door of her suite, her work bag over her shoulder, her hands shaking. The back of her right shoe had crumbled under her heel after she slid her foot into the supposedly comfortable loafer (lies, all the claims about comfort here were a lie), and now she had to stop to adjust . . . well . . . everything.

      The corridor was wide and empty. The corridors on this entire ship always seemed empty, unless there was a planned party somewhere nearby. She didn’t go to planned parties.

      Unlike most people on these luxury cruises, she wasn’t seeing the sights through beautifully curved windows on the observation decks. She was working.

      Or supposed to be working, even though right now was really the very first time she’d been called to do the job she trained for.

      She stopped, placed her left hand on the arch that jutted out from the corridor’s curved wall. The arch was cool and had a rough pumice feel of crumbly stone.

      The arches appeared every ten meters, and didn’t mark branching corridors like she’d once supposed. The design did have the effect of making the corridor seem longer than it was, as if it was a never-ending tunnel vanishing into the distance.

      Which was kind of how it felt at this moment. She’d only had two hours of sleep, and she usually needed eight. She didn’t wake up well on good days, and right now, this was not good.

      She raised her right foot, and stuck her index finger along the side of the stupid shoe, raising the edge to its proper place. Canvas. What a dumb choice. She should have worn one of her boots, with the proper protective coatings. But no, she had to take the shoes closest to the door.

      Her shoes were one of the freebies provided to the passengers on the Radost. She had all of the passenger perks in her room, and she had permission to use or keep them, at will. Shipboard detectives were supposed to blend in with the passengers. Most of the time, passengers were not supposed to know that there even was a shipboard detective on board. Most cruises went by without the shipboard detective being activated for anything.

      Mostly, she was supposed to mingle with the passengers and observe them. That was why she had been assigned a suite on one of the passenger decks.

      She glanced over her shoulder at her suite door. She could go back in and grab the proper footwear, lose a precious five minutes. Working quickly was important—that was what she’d learned over and over again in her training (and had been dinged for, more than once). She liked being precise. She liked being accurate. She didn’t like making mistakes.

      So she went slowly, carefully. Meticulously, just like she had in all of her previous detecting jobs.

      But the training—it always had a time limit, and she had said to her instructors (stupid her), There’s never a time limit in real life. We’ll be on a ship, for heaven’s sake. Where could a murderer go?

      Murderer. The word penetrated her sleep fog. She made herself take a deep, steadying breath as she put her foot on the corridor’s spongy surface. Designed for long, comfortable (there was that word again) walks along the interiors, for anyone who felt the need to stretch their legs.

      She tugged her bag over her shoulder. Grabbing her work kit had taken an extra few seconds, but she preferred her own equipment to the ship’s. Before she even got her assignment, she made sure she had the best of everything.

      Sure, some of it was secondhand—given to her (or sold at a discount) from the academy—but she knew it would be better than what was on the ship, and she had been right. Everything that the customers saw—from the suites to the restaurants to the exercise equipment—had been state of the art.

      But just like she’d been warned, everything behind the scenes had equipment set up by order of importance. In other words, a detective’s kit was the least important item, because the shipboard computers and monitors did most of her work.

      The rest of it, well, it should have been topnotch. But nothing was topnotch, because—she thought—the cruise line believed its own press.

      They claimed nothing bad ever happened on these ships, and if by weird happenstance, something bad did happen, well, then they could track the perpetrator within seconds.

      Which was kinda sorta true, but not really true. Even though Orli hadn’t had to investigate a murder in her three months on board, she’d had to track a pickpocket who was too good for the monitors, and she had to find a destructive little teenage boy who had figured out a way to sabotage some of the systems in the restaurants nearest his family’s suite. Turns out his not-so-kind parents set his diet at the minimal caloric intake for his (somewhat massive) size, and didn’t allow him to eat sweets or anything fun.

      He had changed that mandate, and sadly for him, Orli had to help the family change it back. But she had brought in the passenger medic. She had warned the family that the kid needed double the caloric allowance he was given, and that she would monitor his intake.

      Case solved.

      Orli doubted this case would be as easy.

      She launched herself down the corridor—not running (her instructors had told her after one training session that running was unprofessional) but walking as fast as she could.

      The dead body was on B level, which the crew called the Bowels of the ship. Not that the ship really had bowels, the way that old seafaring ships once had. This thing had no top or bottom—just the one dictated by the designers on the interior, built for artificial gravity, so that the human brain could be comfortable with an up and a down.

      But outside? The ship had a middle that looked like a stripe, filled with visible lights and windows and levels and, if some other ship got close enough, peering faces of passengers who had come for a safe experience that wasn’t too far away from a virtual one—staying inside and watching the universe go by, as one of the ads put it.

      Sure, the passengers would all get the chance to get off at various resorts or weird little sites on the route: an underground cavern on a moon; an actual waterfall on an “uninhabited” continent on a dwarf planet; a few other not-quite-fake places that seemed pristine, but weren’t.

      Other tours provided by this cruise line included city vistas and a starbase bar prowl, but not this one. This one was for people who wanted to travel through an asteroid belt, but be completely safe from debris.

      B Deck—the Bowels—was where engineering was. Where the staff med bay was. (Passenger med bay was in the middle, so that someone suffering from an ailment, real or imagined, could watch the stars go by.) Where the small armory was. (The small armory, never disclosed to the passengers.)

      B Deck really wasn’t one deck. It was five, and included an entire storage area for some of the more exotic foods, as well as one of the hydroponic gardens—the one with the most delicate plants, the kind that the passengers didn’t dare stumble into because they might cause some actual damage.

      As Orli hurried down that corridor, the arches around her slowly faded, and in their place were lighted units, which monitored everything. They identified her, tracked her, and would have—if she had been a passenger—barred her from getting into the Bowels at all.

      Of course, walking to the scene of the crime (literally) took longer than using the service elevator, but she had wanted to see what someone escaping B Deck might see. If the perpetrator (a word she really wasn’t supposed to use—or hadn’t been supposed to use, in her training days, anyway) had taken the elevator after leaving the scene, then the security chief, Devens, would have been able to track them.

      In theory.

      She needed to see what the perp would see, and this was, in her foggy brain, the best way to do so.

      Not that she was still foggy. Walking was waking her up, just like she had thought it would. The bleary feeling was gone without taking any kind of stimulant or adding a hit of oxygen.

      But she still looked like a mess. Her auburn hair was slipping out of its topknot and she realized, as she moved, that she hadn’t even washed her face. There was probably still some eye goo that she had placed along her eyelids to prevent the inevitable wrinkles. So part of her skin would look pale and yellow instead of the normal dark brown that made her eyes pop.

      She finally hit the bottom of the slanted corridor, and B Deck opened before her like a revelation.

      The Bowels didn’t do this place justice. It was, in its own way, as magnificent as the views out of the observation deck windows, maybe even more magnificent.

      The passengers got to see what was going on outside of the ship, but this interior was designed for folks who lived and worked inside.

      The ceiling was three decks high, and the arches theme that seemed to permeate this ship was even more pronounced here. When she had initially looked at the Bowels on the ship’s architectural plan, it had looked like a gigantic round empty space, with markings for the various functions.

      In actuality, the space was not empty, although it was gigantic. Entering from a corridor like this one made her feel tiny. The ceiling above her had a circular opening, that suggested a dome that would let in sunlight. On either side were decorated arches that hid the purpose of the rooms behind them.

      The floor was decorated—gray at first, but covered with repeating patterns that replicated star maps from various parts of this solar system. The star maps were easy to see from where she was standing, but she knew from experience that once she stepped on the wide floor, the stars would look like part of a small design on the faux marble, not like a purposeful piece of art.

      The art here truly was for the crew, some of whom never got to the mid-sections of the cruise liner. This particular type of cruise ship was made for those companies that knew a happy crew equaled created happy passengers.

      Each ship in the šeima cruise line had been named with a different Earth word for joy. This particular ship was called the Radost. She hadn’t bothered to look up which ancient language provided the name of this place, because she had learned that each name was randomly assigned. It wasn’t created specifically for the ship.

      Right now, there was no joy in the Bowels. The lowest level had very few crew members walking its vast expanse. All of the arched doorways were closed, so the light was dimmer along the sides of the main hall.

      The second level doorways were also closed, and from here, she couldn’t see the mezzanine walkway that wended its way around the entire second level.

      Only the third level looked normal. Its gigantic arched “windows” let in more fake sunlight, giving the entire area a look of optimism—as if a beautiful sunny day waited for them outside.

      She scanned for the anomaly and finally found it, in the very right-hand corner on the first level, about as far from where she was standing as it could get.

      If she squinted, she could see the problem. A protective screen surrounded the entire area, set to a warning red. It didn’t pulse or attract attention to itself in any way, but that was the lowest setting. So far, that meant that no one was curious about the dangers that lurked beyond it.

      She straightened her shoulders and scurried down the last part of the corridor, which dumped her onto the shiny decorative floor. The texture didn’t change under her feet—the sense of polish was an illusion—so she was able to hurry along, past doors that were twice as tall as she was, and all closed against whatever threat had touched the Bowels.

      As she approached the protective screen, its opaque redness became solid. She had to grab her left wrist with her right hand, sending an actual signal that included her identification badge as well as a notice that she had been requested.

      For a moment, she thought the screen would react badly. The next stage would be a pulsing redness, followed by warning whoops and flashing lights. The redness would spread, like a blood trail underneath the flooring, and the entire area would become doused in light and sound and a loud vibration, guaranteed to give the person it was directed at a sense of panic.

      She had only experienced that once as part of her training, but she never wanted to experience it again.

      Her breath caught as she waited for the dang screen to accept her signal.

      Finally, a small black door carved itself out of the screen. The door, she knew, would be keyed to her only and would vanish once she went through.

      She adjusted the bag again, not because it had moved, but because she needed something to do with her hands. Then she plowed forward, into the protected area.

      The marked off area included four large doors, placed at regular intervals, like the doors on the walls leading up to it. The doors were wide enough to fit several people across and over ten feet high. They all led into functional parts of the ship, but if she had to say which part, she would be unable to without a map.

      The floor beneath her feet was a pale red, which got darker as it got closer to the door in the exact center. Although, as she approached, she realized she wasn’t looking at a door at all. Instead, she saw an alcove, designed for meditative and relaxation purposes.

      Any crew member could slide into the alcove, activate its privacy barrier, and then set the programming for something soothing. What kind of soothing depended entirely on the crew member themselves. She’d used an alcove on the third level of the Bowels shortly after she had come aboard because she had been so overwhelmed by the size of the space.

      She’d set it for a water feature—a fountain in the middle, with just a hint of sun, dappling the water as it gurgled out of the center pipe.

      There was no water feature here. Nothing, in fact, except the alcove with its decorative vault at the top, which, to her, resembled nothing more than a beautiful muqarna, done in blues and grays and silvers. There was probably a fractal pattern above her, but she didn’t have time to focus on that.

      Instead, she had to look at the people before her. Devens stood near the right of the alcove’s arched entry. His beefy body looked wider than usual, probably because the high arch made him seem short.

      He wasn’t. He was half again as tall as Orli, which always made her want to put on some kind of platform shoes, so her eyes wouldn’t always go to his ribcage. The warning bands on his black uniform had been activated, outlining him in the faintest of reds. The red also made his pale skin into an unnatural orange color.

      Farika, the crew medic, crouched beside him, using a handheld for readings. Her medical grays reflected the reds around her, making her uniform look almost pink. The color seemed festive and inappropriate, considering she was hunched over a body.

      Orli didn’t let herself look at the body yet. Instead, her gaze met Devens’s. His gray eyes narrowed.

      “You’re—”

      “I know,” she said, cutting him off. “I didn’t get here as fast as you wanted.”

      But, she wanted to add, I didn’t see anyone running through the corridor. No one looked suspicious. The only thing out of place in this part of the ship was this area right down here.

      She didn’t say that, though. Devens wasn’t her instructor and he wasn’t her boss. She actually worked for the cruise line, and answered to no one on the ship, except the captain. And that was only in emergencies.

      “When I summon you,” Devens said, “I don’t care what you’re doing. You get your butt here.”

      She straightened. He had never spoken to her like that before. In fact, she had never heard that tone from him before.

      Farika raised her head. A black curl fell along her forehead, escaping the clasp she had placed on the top of her head. Her hair was as out of control as Orli’s but it looked a lot nicer.

      Farika’s eyes were dark, though, shaded with exhaustion, and her brow line was flat with worry.

      “Joe,” she said, with caution in her tone. “None of us answer to you.”

      “More’s the pity,” he said. “Maybe you’d do your jobs.”

      Orli’s hackles went up. She hadn’t had a chance to do her job yet, not her real job, which was to investigate all kinds of human-to-human violence. The minor detecting she had done could have been done by security if the cruise line hadn’t hired a shipboard detective.

      “Ignore him,” Farika said, inclining her head toward Devens. “He’s scared, that’s all.”

      “I am not scared,” he snapped.

      Farika rested her elbows on her thighs, gloved hands between her knees. “We have a real conundrum here, and if it is what it looks like, a major security breach. So he’s worried⁠—”

      “I am not,” Devens said. He stopped, took a deep breath, as if he was trying to calm himself, and then turned slightly to face Orli. “Look. Figure out what happened here as fast as you can. We don’t have many options.”

      Farika shrugged, then turned back to the body, as if to say that this wasn’t her fight.

      And it wasn’t. It was Orli’s. If fight was the right word. It was her case. The first she’d been trained for. Deaths happened on cruise ships, just like everywhere else.

      It was her job to make sure the deaths were above board, and if they weren’t, then she had to resolve them as quickly as possible.

      And, the unspoken rule went, she had to resolve them in such a way as to not shed any blame on the cruise line itself.

      She understood the rules, but she wasn’t sure what Devens was talking about.

      “Options for what?” she asked. She needed to be clear on all that had to be done, before she launched herself into the investigation properly.

      Devens pushed his back against the curved wall, as if he needed it for support. His skin flushed, making him look even more orange.

      “Have you forgotten?” he asked.

      Farika looked up and made a scoffing sound at his choice of words.

      Orli ignored that. Devens really was upset. Since she hadn’t seen him act like that in the months she’d worked with him, she had to assume that there was a good reason for his reaction.

      “Enlighten me,” she said, her voice calm. “I just woke up.”

      He squinched his face, as if he hadn’t wanted to hear that. Then he took a deep breath, as if he was trying to calm himself.

      He leaned forward just a little, as if he was going to confide in her. Then he said in a nervous half-whisper, “We arrive at the First Disembarkation Point for disgruntled and one-way passengers less than 36 hours from now.”

      She let out a small breath, feeling like someone had hit her in the stomach.

      Disembarkation points were the bane of every investigation. The passengers had the right to leave the ship. If they hated the trip, they could book a return or a continuation on another ship in the line. They had to forfeit some money and sign away any right to sue for damages if the trip hadn’t gone as planned, but they could leave.

      And then there were the passengers who never planned to go beyond this place. They had the right to leave as well.

      She had no authority over either group once they left the ship. And most of the places on this ship’s itinerary were in non-extradition locations. The šeima line liked to cruise to “exotic” locales, not because they were strange or, really, that much different from other places in this solar system, but because conducting a tour through one was relatively cheap.

      And that didn’t even count the docking fees and miscellany that the šeima Group paid out for each ship. At standard regulated ports, the fees were higher, the protective services were better, and the regulations were clear.

      At “exotic” ports, the fees were almost non-existent, just like the ship-to-shore regulations.

      Her instructors had warned everyone about that.

      You all joined up because you want to see the Enjiel system. You figure a good berth on a cruise ship is a cushy job . . . and it is. Unless there’s a problem. And then you’ll find out how difficult dealing with a variety of governments, regulations, and, in some cases, cost-cutting corporations can be.

      “Clarify for me,” she said. “Is this one of those arrivals we can delay?”

      Sometimes the ship could claim that it couldn’t find a berth. Sometimes storms on the planet’s surface could actually interfere with systems as the ship went through the atmosphere. Sometimes, the ship could claim a delay as a negotiation tactic if the ground port decided to flex its muscle and overcharge.

      “No,” Devens said tightly. “It is not. As I said, it’s a First Disembarkation Point.”

      He emphasized those last three words as if she was too dense to understand him. She wasn’t. She had memorized the regulations, even though one of her instructors informed her that, on some cruise lines, the regulations were more suggestions than something the cruise line itself followed.

      This regulation was standard, though, on all cruise lines. If the regulation hadn’t been there, no one would travel on this line, no matter how cheap the fares were.

      The regulation read: If the ship delayed first disembarkation and a passenger wanted to sue, they could, because they had not been allowed to leave the ship in a timely manner.

      That regulation only applied to the first disembarkation. In order to control it, though, the cruise lines designated certain ports as First Disembarkation Points. Only select places served as ports that fit into the regulation. These ports usually had some sort of agreement with the cruise line or had governments that worked with the governing authority over a particular cruise line’s ships.

      She hadn’t been paying attention to where the First Disembarkation Ports were, especially for this trip. Somehow, she had felt they wouldn’t apply.

      Or maybe she had just assumed that, since the Radost had already stopped at several ports, the First Disembarkation Port was long past.

      “Less than thirty-six hours,” she repeated, more to herself than to Devens.

      But he nodded. Her acknowledgement seemed to calm him.

      “Well then,” she said, shaking herself mentally so that she was as alert as she could be, “we need to let me get to work.”

      She couldn’t focus on Devens or Farika. Instead, Orli had to get to that body. She tried to peer around Farika, but couldn’t. All Orli could see of the body were splayed legs, canvas shoes that looked a lot like hers, and one hand, palm up. The hand was large, and so were the feet.

      The clothing on the legs appeared to be a reddish brown, but she couldn’t trust that, not in this light.

      But the canvas shoes, the loose pants, they combined to send a sense of horror through her. She tried to quell it, reminding herself that appearances meant nothing, not at first.
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