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      It was with pride and barely concealed excitement that I walked down one of the below-deck hallways of the Swan of the Seas after collecting the tools of my new trade: a smartphone and a notebook computer.

      Tucked under my arm were the two ugly blue blouses I’d been issued that made up the entirety of my uniform. Because of my unique role, which would see me scurrying back and forth across the entire ship, I was exempt from wearing dress pants or a skirt and was permitted to wear jeans.

      Having collected everything I needed for my new job, I was on my way to very my own cabin—well, mine and my mystery roommate’s.

      After an abortive attempt at being a journalist at a small town newspaper back home, I’d left Nebraska to sail the seven seas and, to quote another cliché, find myself. And I was going it alone. It was the bravest thing I’d done in my life, though sometimes I wondered if it was also the stupidest.

      I felt a tinge of pride when I got to my cabin, seeing the small plastic nameplate stuck to the wall outside filled with two printed names: A. James, who was me, and S. Williams, who was presumably my new roommate.

      “Gosh, I hope she’s nice,” I said to myself under my breath. I was feeling optimistic though; she had the same last name and first initial as my best friend. She had to be nice, right? The only worry I had was that I hadn’t yet met her; somehow, we’d missed each other during training.

      My hand hesitated. Should I knock on the door of my own room? Or should I just use the keycard and let myself in right away? I clutched the keycard in my hand as another thought occurred to me.

      What if S. Williams was a man?

      What if he was a handsome man? Wouldn’t that be an interesting way to start my new life? But I was pretty sure the cruise liner company had policies against cohabitation with members of the opposite sex. A rather outdated policy, in my opinion.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Come in! It’s open!”

      I cocked my head. That voice. It sounded like it came from a thousand miles away.

      Tentatively, I pushed down on the heavy metal door handle, which operated a heavy metal lever to unseal the door.  Although the door was sturdy, it swung open easily—if a bit slowly—and I peered inside.

      “Adrienne! Addy! Addy! Addy!” The voice was from a thousand miles away. “Yay! I told them to put us in the same room, but I didn’t think they’d actually do it!”

      “Samantha? What on earth are you doing here?” My mouth agape, I shook my head in disbelief.

      I’d left my best friend back home in Nebraska a month ago, when I left for my employee training and a few days of solo R&R before my first cruise.

      My best friend was sitting on the bottom bunk bed. Her hair had been trimmed to a cute little blonde bob and her chubby cheeks were, as almost always, locked in an indefatigable smile. Samantha bounced to her feet and grabbed me in a tight squeeze across the doorway.

      “I couldn’t let you go off and travel the world without me!” she squealed in my ear.

      “But… how?”

      Samantha let me go and I stepped inside our small room, to get a better look around.

      “It’s easy. A couple of days ago, I was browsing a job site, and there was a last-minute position here.”

      “But what about training?” I asked, blinking at her. Seeing something, even a person, in an unexpected place can leave you feeling a bit off-kilter.

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, you know. When you’ve been working on cruise ships for five years, you don’t actually need to attend the training.”

      “But you…” I shook my head and laughed. I knew for a fact she’d never even seen an ocean before—at least she hadn’t a month earlier when I last saw her. Five years cruising experience indeed. “You lied!”

      Sam flicked her short hair defensively and gave me a charming smile. “For a good cause! It’s your first time going off on your own for so long, and God knows cruises can be dangerous. What if something happened to you? I’d never forgive myself!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I can take care of myself.”

      Sam eyed me warily. I knew she didn’t have much faith in my abilities, but she was trying to be polite. “Sure,” she said finally. “But it’s your first time on a big ship like this, and who knows what kinds of people are here? All kinds of crazies in close quarters—”

      “Like you!” I interrupted with a grin.

      Sam looked relieved. “Glad you’re not mad at me. I just—you know, the last time you went on a road trip alone, last summer? What happened then… well, I just can’t let that happen again. I needed to be with you, even if that meant fibbing a little on my resume.”

      Refusing to let that terrible memory cloud this important day, I smiled at Sam. “Unbelievable. It’s so exciting you’re here!”

      “I know!” said Sam, though her excitement had seemed to fade rapidly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked with a frown. “You look a little… green.”

      Samantha gave me a lopsided smile, held up a pill she produced from somewhere, and popped it into her mouth. “It’s because we’re still docked. Once the ship gets going, I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re seasick? And we haven’t even left yet!”

      She gave me a sad nod. “I’ll be fine. I read all about it. Apparently the body adapts.”

      “Does it? For everyone?”

      She shrugged. “It better. Speaking of everyone, what time is it? Don’t we have a meeting to get to?”

      “Hold on…” I whipped out my smartphone. “Smile!”

      Sam gave me a thumbs-up and a passably genuine smile, though I knew she was having to force it more than normal. She also looked a little green, but that would be fixed with the liberal use of photo filters.

      “I’m glad you thought to capture this moment,” said Sam, her smile now wan.

      “Ye-es. But actually, it’s work! #FirstDay #CrewLife … I’ll think of some more.”

      “What do you mean that’s work? Taking selfies?”

      I bobbed my head excitedly. “Yep! And that wasn’t a selfie because I wasn’t in it. I’m the social media manager, Sam, which means I spend all day taking pictures and Tweeting and Instagramming and Facebooking and posting things on the ship’s digital displays and customer information websites.”

      Sam was frowning now. “That’s not fair. I’m just a customer liaison. That means I have to listen to all their complaints and help them with all their problems.”

      I gave her a supportive shoulder squeeze. “That’s awesome! You’ll get to meet so many interesting people. I’m a little bit jealous!” This was a one hundred percent, total, absolute lie, but it was also sparkling white. I was pretty sure my job was going to be way more fun than hers, but I didn’t want to get her down.

      “Yeah, maybe. Come on. Let’s go.”

      Remembering she’d said something about a staff meeting, I pulled up my schedule using the staff app on the phone. She was right. Although my role was different, I was technically part of the Customer Liaison Team like Sam and we indeed had a meeting.

      We walked arm in arm down the hall and I felt like I was floating on a cloud. Of course, I was actually floating on water, but I guess they’re pretty similar feelings. I wanted to grill Sam more about how she faked her way into the job, but that conversation would have to wait until we were back in our room with the door sealed tight.

      “We must be going the right way. Can you hear all those people?”

      From ahead of us, we could hear the echoing chatter of a small group of people. Down below deck, it was all hard metal surfaces and sounds bounced around like in a cave. Up in the passenger areas, though, it was more like being inside a proper building: carpets and wallpapers and wood paneling absorbed sound normally rather than the utilitarian echo chamber of the ‘working’ levels.

      “Know where you’re going?” The voice had a rich, melodious tone and when I turned to look, I saw that the girl it was coming from had a smile just as friendly as Sam’s. In fact, given Sam’s current state, it was even friendlier. She must have heard us as she’d been walking down a corridor that intersected the one we were on.

      “I think so,” I said, offering the girl a smile.

      I had been worried about not knowing anyone aboard the ship, but then Sam showed up, and now this girl, even though we’d just met, had an air of friendliness about her that seemed infectious.

      “Cece Blake,” she said, sticking out a hand.

      Sam and I both exchanged quick, gentle handshakes with her.

      “Adrienne James.”

      “Samantha Williams.”

      She gave us a once-over, her eyes flicking over our uniforms. “Ooh, social media manager? That’s a new one, you lucky thing.”

      I beamed at her.

      “And customer liaison.” Cece’s smile grew notably tighter. “That can be real interesting.”

      “What do you do?” I asked her at the same time as I read her name badge. Idiot, I mentally kicked myself.

      “Housekeeping,” she said, tapping a short-nailed finger against a badge that said exactly that under her name.

      Our friendly meeting was interrupted by a thumping sound.

      “What was that?” asked Sam with a frown.

      I made a mental note to remind her to stop asking so many questions. If she was going to pretend she had five years of shipboard experience, then she really needed to pretend to know what was going on.

      “Sounded like a giant bag of meat smacking against a metal bulwark,” said Cece with a shrug.

      It kind of did. “Is that… a thing?”

      Cece snorted and used a hand to cover up a giggle.

      “Hell-ohhhh?” came a slurred voice.

      From the same direction Cece had come, a large man lumbered into view, ping-ponging his way off the metal bulwarks.

      “Great,” said Cece under her breath in a tone which indicated she was anything but delighted by the vision before us.

      “Ah! Wenches!” The man stopped his lumbering and leaned against a wall. “Is wenches right? Or is that taverns?” He had a worried frown, and he dropped his hands to his knees to steady himself. Sweat was beading on his forehead.

      “Sir, this area is restricted to staff and crew,” said Cece politely but firmly.

      “Crew! Ah!” The man beamed. “Which crew member would like to show me back to my quarters?” He raised a hand to his mouth to cover a yawn.

      “That’s my job,” said Sam glumly, her beaming smile now a distant memory.

      Cece winced. “Yeah, you better take him to his cabin. Just take that service elevator up to the VIP quarters and his room is right around the corner.” Cece pointed down toward the end of the hallway. “Goodness knows how he got down here though. You need your keycard to make it work.”

      Sam’s hand went up and reflexively touched her ID and access card, which hung from a lanyard around her neck like most staff members. “Wish me luck…”

      Cece took her by the shoulders. “Just don’t get too close to him. Understand?”

      Sam nodded, though she didn’t look happy about it. “See you in a bit…”

      We waved her off and watched as she led the man into the elevator. When the doors had closed, we resumed our journey to the meeting.

      “I guess she’s had plenty of experience with passengers like that,” said Cece, shaking her head to herself. “I’d hate to do her job.”

      “Plenty of experience?”

      “Samantha Williams, right? I was looking over the list of new members. She’s been doing this since I was in high school.”

      “Oh, yeah. Five years, all right.” While I was happy to have Sam here, I wasn’t overly pleased about having to play along with her little ruse. “But don’t you have to deal with customers like that too? You have to go into their rooms.”

      “Yep, but we do that when the passengers aren’t there. And anyway, if I don’t want to talk to them, I just tell them I don’t hablo Ingles.”

      I giggled. “I guess me and her couldn’t get away with that in our jobs!”

      Cece shook her head. “Nope. You have to be nice to people like old Patrick Murphy back there.”

      “You know that guy?”

      “He’s famous. Infamous, rather. Takes about a hundred cruises a year and acts like an idiot on every one.”

      “Is he… violent?” I asked, worried for Sam.

      “He’s not punchy, but he is handsy. I guess your friend is used to dealing with people like that though.”

      I pondered that thought for a moment. Back in Nebraska, Sam had been able to handle herself, but I worried that out here at sea was a completely different kettle of fish.

      “She’s a tough cookie.”

      “Awesome. There’ll be plenty of people up on the VIP floor anyway. Lots of them like to get here early and settle in before the riff-raff arrive.” We reached a room with a wide-open door and a couple of people hanging out outside. “Come on, in here.”

      I followed Cece into the room labeled Staff Meeting Room Three. Like a lot of the non-passenger areas of the ship, the ceilings were low and everything felt cramped. The room had several dozen chairs in it, and a small elevated section at one end from which presentations could be given.

      There were already about twenty people in the room and the air bubbled with excitement. I took out my phone and snapped a few pictures. I probably wouldn’t use them, but I figured something good might turn up.

      “Sweet. The best seats are still free.” Cece sat down in the very back row, closest to the door we had entered through, and patted the seat next to her. I instinctively hesitated. At school, I always sat at the front of the class and still had the childish thought in the back of my mind that sitting at the back was for the ‘bad apples.’

      The hesitation didn’t last long. I’d left home to start a new life and become a new person. Why not start by casting off my goodie-two-shoes image? With a grin, I sat next to my new friend.

      “These things never start on time,” she said, shaking her head and sighing. I checked the time. It was 4:30 p.m. exactly, the time the meeting was supposed to start.

      We were still waiting five minutes later when Samantha arrived, tapping me on the shoulder from behind and then squeezing past me to sit down.

      She didn’t look great. Her normally calm face seemed to be trying to decide whether it wanted to be red or green.

      “Did you get him back to his cage?” asked Cece with a smirk.

      “Yeah, just about.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t look it.

      “Yeah… I’m fine,” she said, though her tone was so subdued she might as well have had a neon sign above her head flashing DEFINITELY NOT FINE.

      “Testing, testing, one, two, one, two. Can you hear me at the back?”

      We responded that we could indeed hear the lady at the front who I knew to be Sylvia Diaz. She was the cruise director and my immediate boss, who I’d met several times during the interview and training process. While I hadn’t fully made up my mind about her, I was pretty sure we wouldn’t ever be friends; we were as compatible as toothpaste and cheese.

      “Right. The meeting agenda is up on the screen and you should all have been emailed a copy. Please pay attention. It’s not just for my benefit. It’s also a legal requirement that you are fully informed about all safety procedures…”

      And so, the meeting, and my new career, began in earnest.
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      The next day, with the memory of the interminably long meeting still at the forefront of my thoughts (did you know that if a passenger falls overboard, we’re not supposed to strip off and dive in right after them? And that if there’s a fire, we’re supposed to pull the alarm? And that stealing from a passenger’s room is a big no-no?), it was time to get to work.

      After Sam and I had finally finished chatting last night, I’d dozed off to sleep listening to the ship’s engines. The crew quarters were close enough to the engine rooms that the ship’s power plant provided a constant background hum that, although alien to a farm girl like me, was not unpleasant.

      I had tried not to look too excited when I parted with Cece and Sam as they headed to their respective jobs after breakfast. It didn’t seem fair that they would be cleaning and dealing with fussy passengers while I basically got to do what I wanted, wandering around the ship, taking pictures of the most interesting things, and writing posts about them. But hey, life’s not fair, I told myself with a grin when I thought no one was looking.

      The first thing I did was take a few pictures of people boarding: #CruiseLife #Cruising #FirstDayCruise. Most of the VIPs had boarded the day before for an extra exclusive night, but the regular passengers—non-vips, as Cece called them—were being welcomed aboard today.

      The Swan of the Seas was apparently a minnow in the world of cruising, though it still felt like a floating city to me. The population on board was at least triple that of Cornridge, Nebraska, where Sam and I hailed from and it felt to me just as monumental as if I’d moved to Chicago or New York.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see who it was.

      “Adrienne, darling?” said Sylvia the cruise director, who had sidled up behind my prime location looking down on the gangway below.

      “Oh, hi!” I said and immediately felt guilty. It’s a bit of a weakness of mine; whenever I’m doing something fun, I feel like I should be doing something not fun instead. And this job was definitely fun so far.

      “Good work so far, but I’m going to need you to think about a bit more pizazz in your work, do you see?”

      “Pizazz?” I asked, scrunching up my nose. I’d only started a few minutes before. It didn’t seem exactly fair to accuse me of being boring, which is presumably what my pizazz-lessness was.

      “Yes, get out there, mingle. Meet the customers. I know you’re not a customer liaison, but in some ways, you are the ultimate customer liaison. Do you see?”

      Do you see seemed to be a verbal tic of hers and I was already tempted to answer no.

      “Uh-huh,” I sounded. “I was thinking of interviewing some of the cruise regulars. Since I do have a background in journalism, after all.”

      Sylvia nodded at me. “Yes, that might work. But make sure they’re positive. If they have any complaints, make sure you edit them out. Your job is to provide a positive spin, not to ‘report’ on problems, do you see?”

      “Yes, I see,” I said, hiding a frown. I was being censored already and I hadn’t even reported anything yet!

      “Remember, you’re our social media tsarina, our publicity princess, our picture poster, and our Twitter tweeter. You’re not Bernstein and Woodward. Do you see?”

      I gritted my teeth and forced my finest fake smile. “Absolutely. I’m going to be so positive I’ll pop.”

      “Fantastico! You can ask some of the other staff members who the regulars are for your interviews, but remember, keep them short and sweet and fun. And make sure you’re Tweeting and Instagramming hourly!”

      Hourly? Goodness. Perhaps this work wasn’t going to be quite as laid back as I thought it would be.

      “Yes, boss,” I said and saluted her with my smartphone.

      She beamed back at me and went off to harass some other poor staff members. Looking below me, I could see that the gangways had been lifted and removed, and the last of the ship’s moorings were being untied.

      Beyond, I caught my last glimpses of the most fun city I’d ever had the pleasure of visiting: New Orleans. After nearly a month there, I’d come to the conclusion that there was more excitement in one night in New Orleans than in an entire month in Nebraska. Not that Nebraska is dull, you understand, but… no, scratch that. Nebraska is dull. But almost anywhere would be compared to Nola. Speaking of which, I’m not supposed to say Nola, because apparently it makes me sound like a tourist.

      I was on a deck called The Constitutional, so named because it provided a pleasant path to stroll the circumference of the ship at a leisurely pace, with a few cafés dotting the path and a liberal sprinkling of benches, chairs, and sun loungers placed every hundred yards or so in case you needed a break in your exercise. Another deck had a running track for those wanting something a bit more active, and I hoped to get a few interesting shots there later.

      I was just about to head back inside when an idea stopped me dead in my tracks.

      Patrick Murphy! Cece had said that he was a cruise regular, exaggerating that he went on a hundred or so a year. Not that I’d normally choose to focus on a rude drunk, but Sam had seemed quite upset when she’d come back from escorting him to his room the day before. I wanted to know more about him—and now I had an excuse.

      The previous night, Sam and I had spent a couple of hours studying the layout of the ship, trying to memorize the location of every point of interest. It wasn’t just for our own edification of course; it was also a job requirement. Unlike Sam though, I had the opportunity to wander the ship as I pleased—in fact, it was my duty to visit all the interesting parts—and so memorizing the location of everything was going to be a lot easier for me.

      It was about a ten-minute walk from my spot on the constitutional deck to the VIP section, in which Mr. Murphy’s stateroom was located. When I arrived, I immediately made my way to the nearest crew station, where I found a printed list of passengers and their cabins for this section. His room was designated VIP-12.

      Pleased at my own cleverness, I sauntered down the hallway with confidence, only to realize that particular corridor ended at VIP-10.

      Confidence deflated, I returned to the crew station and made another attempt, this time successful.

      Outside the cabin door was a sign reading “The Stateroom of Mr. And Mrs. Patrick Murphy.” Although the sign was of course only temporary, it looked like a permanent fixture and no doubt made the passengers in this section feel like they actually were Very Important People. Perhaps some of them really were.

      Next to the door was an ornate lion’s head doorbell that, although undoubtedly made in China for pennies, looked like it had been borrowed from an Edwardian mansion. If there weren’t dozens of identical ones throughout this section of the ship, it certainly would’ve fooled me.

      I pressed the button and was mildly disappointed that it rang with a normal ding-dong rather than a roar.

      I waited patiently for five seconds, impatiently for another fifteen, and then I rang it again.

      After my third attempt at ringing, I decided to change my tactics before giving up and finding someone else to interview. This time, I rapped on the door with my knuckles, regretting it as soon as I realized the ornate white door was actually painted steel. Banging your hand against a steel door is much more painful than doing so against a wooden one. My knocking produced less noise than the ouch I let out in painful surprise.

      What I did notice, though, was that the door was not, in fact, fully shut. It was open just about an inch. I stared at the crack between the door and its frame. Was it open when I arrived? Or had it just opened?

      I gave it a tentative push and the heavy door slowly began to swing inward.

      “Hello?” I called through the crack.

      There was no answer. I pushed the door a bit harder and it swung all the way open.

      Peering inside, my eyes went wide with shock.

      “Oh my…”

      The room was so much nicer than mine it didn’t seem fair. While of course I understood that I was just a member of staff and this businessman was paying hundreds or thousands of dollars a night, seeing the difference left a kind of gnawing jealousy inside me.

      I’d never be able to afford a room like this. Not in a hundred years.

      The floor was laid with marble, and the walls were simply but tastefully decorated with a number of abstract art pieces. And the lighting! Mine and Sam’s room had no windows and a single too-harsh fluorescent bulb that made the room achingly bright if it was on, or left us in pitch blackness if it was off. But here, there were large sliding windows which let in all the natural light to bounce off the brightly painted walls and copious mirrors spread throughout.

      “Hello?” I called. “Mr. Murphy?” I put my head right in through the door but I didn’t yet step inside. “Is anyone there? The door’s open…”

      I didn’t get a response. Quickly checking over my shoulder to make sure no one else was watching me, I stepped inside.

      “He-llo!” I called, much louder than before, but in a friendly sing-song voice. I didn’t want to sound like a burglar—not that I knew what burglars sounded like.

      I took another step inside and something caught my eye. Up ahead, I could see a rather expensive-looking leather sofa, but more importantly, behind it was a shoe sticking out.

      The problem was… it didn’t look like it was just a shoe. I thought I could see it attached to a sock. But I couldn’t see any further due to the sofa and my current line of sight.

      I took another step forward, moving slightly to the right to get a better viewing angle.

      Oh, how I wished I hadn’t.

      The shoe was most definitely attached to an entire leg, and presumably the rest of a person beyond.

      “Are you sleeping!?” My voice was loud and high pitched, almost yelping. Calm down, I thought, calm down. I took three deep breaths.

      “Are you passed out drunk on the floor?” I began to walk forward with nervous little steps. “Please be passed out drunk on the floor. Mr. Murphy! Mr. Murphy…”

      Squeezing my hands into tight little fists, I forced myself to keep going. With another couple of steps, I could see right over the sofa and what it had been hiding.

      “Oh… no.”

      Patrick Murphy was laid out on the floor, a reddish-brown stain surrounding his head. From the angle of one of his arms, it was clear he wasn’t sleeping—not even a very drunk person could sleep at that painful angle.

      Patrick Murphy had gone from dead drunk yesterday to actually dead today.

      Had I been a real reporter, I would’ve taken a photo, but I strongly suspected that Sylvia would not approve of me posting pictures of dead guests on our social media accounts. Even if it was without a doubt the most exciting thing that was going to happen during this trip.

      “It looks like I’m going to have to find someone else to interview…”
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      I stepped backward as fast as possible until I almost stumbled over the lower lip of the doorframe.

      Cold sweat beading on my forehead, I exited the room and gently pulled the door most of the way closed behind me. I didn’t want a curious passenger or friend of the deceased to see an open door and just wander on in.

      This is my punishment for not paying close attention at yesterday’s meeting, I thought to myself. Cece had entertained me and Sam by making amusing quips while Sylvia droned on and on about all kinds of incredibly obvious information. But if I’d listened better, maybe I’d know what to do now!

      After taking half a dozen breaths, I wiped the cold sweat off my forehead with the palm of my hand and hurried back to the small crew station. Although I had a radio, I didn’t want to broadcast what I’d found to everyone who might be listening in.

      Instead, I used the internal telephone. There was a small list of numbers above the phone, but seeing as none of them was labeled “Report a Murder,” I took an educated guess and called security.

      “Hello? This is Adrienne James, the social media manager.”

      The voice at the other end of the phone was tinny and distant, as if the security department were located a hundred feet below the sea. It probably was.

      “Yes?”

      “I think—I mean, I know—I mean, murder!” I wanted to slap myself.  For Pete’s sake, I went to school to be a journalist! I’d excelled in my broadcast journalism course, and I needed to channel those skills now. Imagine if Dan Rather stammered like that every time he reported a major news event?

      “…murder? Is this a joke? First day prank, ha ha?”

      After a deep breath, I said, “This is not a joke. I have found a deceased passenger in their cabin. From the way the body is displayed, it looks as if the passenger was murdered. This is in the VIP section. The passenger is Patrick Murphy and his cabin number is VIP-12. Please send someone immediately.”

      There was a brief, static-laden lull from the other end of the phone before a new voice returned. “This is First Officer Ethan Lee. Please stay exactly where you are and I will be with you shortly. Do not allow any passengers or crew to enter the cabin. You are to wait for my arrival. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I said with a sigh of relief. “Got it.” His calm and collected tone had that powerful air of authority about it that good policemen and military officers on the television always seemed to exude. Everything’s going to be all right.

      I stood in front of the cabin door acting as a guard while I waited. But the problem with waiting, particularly when something terrible has occurred, is that the mind runs at about a million miles an hour thinking all kinds of ridiculous thoughts.

      For example, Patrick Murphy had clearly been dead for some time. There wasn’t an actual pool of blood around his head—it was more of a dried stain on the carpet. That meant he’d been killed the day before. Which was when we had met him. And what had happened then? Sam had escorted him back to his room and then returned, seemingly upset about something. But she hadn’t told me what she was upset about. Surely, surely it couldn’t have been… that.

      Could it?

      Of course it couldn’t! Samantha was my best friend and I’d known her since before she was born—our mothers met at lamaze class. Not once in more than two and a half decades had I known her to brutally murder anyone. “Not even a single one,” I whispered under my breath.

      Then I slapped myself on the leg. Why wasn’t my brain normal? Why was I making jokes to myself when I’d just found a dead body!

      “Ma’am? Are you all right?”

      There, before me, appeared a vision.

      “I am now…”

      “Sorry?”

      The man in front of me was, according to his name tag, Ethan Lee, First Officer, who I’d spoken to on the phone. He looked close to my age, possibly a touch older, and filled out his uniform as if it had been tailored precisely for him.

      “I’m okay. But the man inside isn’t.” I indicated the room behind me.

      “Show me.”

      With a nervous nod, I pushed the door open again and walked back inside the room. While my first impression had been of jealous awe, the room was now much less enticing. The brightness seemed clinical, and now that I was paying attention, the smell was… well, the salty ocean air and potpourri that seemed to dominate before had a heavy scent of death hanging over it. Not that I knew what death smelled like—before today.

      I didn’t walk right up to the body, but I made my way forward to stand behind the sofa, and then nodded my head in the direction of Murphy. Before I could see it, I had a panicked thought that maybe the body wouldn’t actually be there anymore, that it would be gone, that I had imagined the whole thing and I was going to look like the biggest idiot who ever sailed the seas.

      But no, it was still there, in all its rictus glory.

      The first officer brushed against me and I heard him sucking in a breath through his teeth.

      “Who have you told?”

      “No… no one. Just whoever I spoke to when I called the security number. You and the other guy.”

      “Good. Let’s keep it that way. Don’t tell anyone about this, not passengers or crew, do you understand?”

      His voice had the timbre of authority that you don’t say no to. It wasn’t the ‘I’m your boss, do you see?’ annoyingness that Sylvia had; it was a deep, resonant authority that said, ‘Trust me, you need to do what I say.’

      “Yes, sir,” I said.

      He began to slowly walk around the sofa, not directly to the body, but in a wide circumnavigation of the scene, returning to my side about half a minute later.

      He glanced down at my chest. “Adrienne?”

      I nodded and gulped. For a moment, it felt like I was in trouble.

      “Did you know this passenger at all?”

      “Not really, sir. We met him yesterday afternoon. He was stumbling around drunk below deck. My friend Sam, a customer liaison, took him back to his room.”

      “Sam?”

      I nodded and he seemed to be taking a mental note.

      “Thanks. Adrienne, this is a rather unusual situation. You are probably very worried, and you’re probably in shock. But the important thing is to remain calm, to understand that this is being handled, and to remember that the passengers are aboard this ship to have a great time and this kind of news would greatly upset that.” As he spoke, he held my shoulders and locked his chestnut-brown eyes with mine. My breathing had slowed and, given his sincerity, I just knew that everything was going to be okay.

      “So I’m going to need you to return to your job…” his eyes left mine for a moment while he read the title on my name badge again, “…doing whatever a social media manager does, and remember, don’t mention this to anyone.”

      “So don’t tweet it out, huh?” I said with a grin.

      As it turns out, this was not a good time to make a joke. He did not smile. His eyebrows lifted just a fraction of an inch, his chin dropped an even smaller fraction of an inch, and it was like he’d yelled DON’T YOU DARE KID ABOUT THIS, LITTLE GIRL. Or maybe that was my imagination.

      “Sorry,” I whispered.

      His left hand dropped to his side and his right gave my shoulder a final squeeze. “Back to work. We’ll handle this.”

      With a meek nod, I hurried out of the cabin like a student dismissed from the principal’s office and made my way back to the constitutional deck. Outside, a sea breeze was lifting flecks of water into the air and the salty dampness immediately helped to calm my nerves a little.

      Right. Work. Work, work, work.

      Don’t think about the dead body.

      Don’t think about the fact Sam took him back to his room the night before.

      Don’t think about the stain around his head.

      Don’t think about—

      “Pizzazz! Did you find some pizazz for me? Did you do an interview?”

      Ugh. She’d snuck up behind me, or at least, that’s what it felt like. I kind of wanted to tell Sylvia what I’d found to shut her up, but I’d been ordered not to.

      “After I saw you, I went to the VIP section to interview a passenger, and now I’m on my way to check out some of the kids activities,” I said.

      “Good. And you didn’t record the customer complaining about anything, did you?”

      I shook my head emphatically. “Nope, he didn’t have a single bad word to say about the ship. Not a thing!”

      She beamed at me. “That’s exactly what I want to hear, do you see?”

      I nodded back. “Got to go, the hand-painting activity is going to end soon and I want to get some shots of the kids completely covered in paint.”

      “Good! Don’t let me keep you!”

      Muttering under my breath, I hurried away from her, walking a third of the way around the ship before ducking back inside.

      I needed to keep busy to stop my head from shouting, ‘Hey, let’s think about that dead body that your friend might’ve but almost certainly didn’t kill!’ so I spent the next four hours manically running from one place to the next, taking pictures of everything.

      Paint-covered children, beautiful shots of the international buffet just before the non-vips were allowed to ravage it, a beaming masseuse next to her table in the beauty parlor, a picture of an elderly couple playing squash who I didn’t hang around to watch—I was worried I might end up next to another dead body if they kept exerting themselves—and a shot of a cheerful sushi chef that I deleted after I saw how he was holding the knife.

      When I had nearly thirty pictures ready to go, I loaded up an app that would allow me to drip-feed my social media posts throughout the day. Sylvia would get her hourly posts, but I didn’t need to be sitting there eighteen hours a day posting them.

      One reason I’d been working so hard at my job—apart from it literally being my job—was to take my mind off the body. The death. The murder. But it hadn’t worked, not really. I had one persistent, nagging thought in the back of my mind all day: Sam. And what did she know?

      I may have promised the stern but alarmingly attractive first officer that I wouldn’t mention it to anyone, and I did, kind of, intend to follow through with my promise, but I needed to talk to Sam.

      When I think about talking to ‘other people,’ I don’t tend to include Sam in that category. She’s not other people—she’s Sam, my best friend. Back in Nebraska, we were basically the same person. A matching set, at the very least. People would ask ‘Where are Sam and Adrienne?’, or ‘What are Sam and Adrienne doing tonight?’ She wasn’t other people; she was like another part of me.

      And anyway, I wasn’t necessarily going to tell her everything, or so I lied to myself. Maybe I could casually slip in a question, again, about what had happened the night before. And this time, I wouldn’t take dismissal as an acceptable answer.

      With all my social media posts ready to send themselves out—#Cruisin247 #NonStopFun #ShipLife #NOLAstyle—I could afford a bit of me time.

      Although Sam’s role would have her working in several different locations throughout the ship, I knew she was based at one of the cruise stations in non-vip class. When I arrived there, however, I didn’t find Sam. At least, not immediately. This wasn’t a surprise since she was supposed to be chatting it up with customers, not sitting around drinking coffee all day. What I did find, however, which was almost as nice, was Cece. She was no Sam, but already I could tell she was going to be a great friend.

      “Hey! Come to see how the other half lives?”

      “We all live in the same place.”

      Cece ignored my comment and instead took me by the elbow.

      “You’ll never guess.”

      “Guess what?” I asked innocently.

      She leaned in toward me as if afraid of being overheard. “A passenger died.”

      It was supposed to be a secret! “What? How do you know?”

      “I’ve got a friend who works in security. Apparently someone called it in. It’s supposed to be kept secret though, so don’t tell anyone! The first officer is a bit of a stickler for the rules so don’t let him know you heard.”

      “Oh, wow. Dead, huh?” I was bursting to tell her that it was me who’d found the body. I was already negotiating with myself that it was okay to tell Cece since she knew about the death already.

      “And,” she said, pressing her mouth up near my ear again, her hot breath tickling, “it looks like murder.”

      “Murder?” I said.

      Cece whipped her index finger up to her lips. “Shh!”

      “What are you two whispering about?”

      We both turned to the source of the inquiry quickly, though I already knew who it was.

      “You know that guy you walked back to his room last night?” I grabbed her arm. “He’s dead. Murdered.”

      Cece punched me on my arm. “Hey! You knew already. How did you know?” Her face had scrunched up into a display of mock irritation, clearly having been proud to be sitting on such juicy gossip.

      “Mur…dered…” said Sam, drawing our attention back to her. She looked pale, and her normal bubbliness looked to have been popped.

      “Did you hear anything else about it?” I asked Cece.

      She held her palms up. “Nope. Just that he’s dead and it probably happened last night. After…” Cece’s eyes went wide.

      Sam’s face was now a pale shade of green that I had never seen back home.

      “Did anything happen last night?” I asked her.

      Sam shook her head robotically, then grabbed her stomach. “I’ve gotta go…”

      Cece and I stared on as Sam fled from our presence, scuttling away from us.

      “She’s seasick,” I explained nervously.

      “Seasick? After five years?” Cece shook her head to herself in amused disbelief.

      Except now I wasn’t so sure that was the only reason she had turned green and fled.
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      I found Sam back in our little cabin. She was lying on her bunk, curled up and facing away from me.

      After she had left us earlier, I returned to exploring the ship and took some more interesting pictures—ones with pizzazz—while trying to think up some witty captions to go with them. The only problem was that I wasn’t feeling witty. My first drafts of the captions kept ending up like ‘Elderly couple hit ball against wall,’ or ‘Passengers prepare to gorge,’ or ‘Paint-covered children will soon be returned to annoy parents.’ Not exactly my A game.

      “Come on, girl. Let’s go for a walk,” I said, yanking at the hem of her blue uniform blouse.

      “No,” she said quietly.

      But I wasn’t taking no for an answer. I dug my fingers into her side where I knew she was exceptionally ticklish, and she spasmed and rolled off the bed onto the floor with an annoyed harrumph.

      She sat up against the bedframe with her arms wrapped around her knees. “I just want to lie down,” she said, but her heart wasn’t in it.

      “No, you don’t. Up, up, up, let’s go. There’s a crew breakroom that supposedly has good coffee somewhere down near the engine room. We’re going to check it out.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “And I don’t care. You’re my best friend and it’s your job to hang out with me. Come on!” I grabbed her arm and yanked her up reluctantly to her feet.

      “The stale air will do you good,” I told her.

      A weak little smile appeared on her lips. As crew members, we weren’t supposed to use the passenger facilities, so although there were several beautiful café-bars in the ship, we still had to use the amenities provided for crew members and staff. I figured I could probably get away with visiting the fancier places—I wanted to take a picture of a coffee with a sea background for the Insta-feed, Sylvia, because it’s part of my job!—but Sam definitely wouldn’t be able to.

      We took the stairs down, which were white-painted steel and rang noisily with our steps, emerging on a level with various maintenance rooms and areas that did all kinds of things I wasn’t quite sure of. I understood the engine room—it made the ship go—but the rest of it was just an industrial-looking mystery.

      The middle area of this lower deck was reserved for various crew facilities. There was a small gym, a room with four ping-pong tables, one of the staff canteens, and a breakroom with a self-serve coffee machine.

      The breakroom was like most of the non-passenger areas of the ship: a brightly lit room with low ceilings, filled with utilitarian plastic and metal furnishings.

      Several orange plastic picnic benches dotted the room, and on the back wall were two large coffee machines.

      “Sit here and I’ll get us some coffee,” I said, indicating one of the fixed plastic bucket-seats on the bench closest to the door. Sam slid into the seat and rested her head on her hands.

      No one else was in the room, so I saved time by using both machines at once. Using both hands, I pressed two buttons for ‘Cafe Latte’ and immediately there was a whirring sound as the machines ground up some beans, followed by the sound of whistling steam and then trickles of strong coffee and milk started to pour down into the automatically-dispensed cups.

      “Smells good, doesn’t it?” I said cheerfully as I put the two cups down on the table.

      “Yeah,” said Sam, unconvincingly.

      “So,” I said.

      “He was found murdered, huh?” said Sam, slowly coming to life.

      “Yep. From what little I saw of him, I bet there were a few people who wanted to kill him.”

      “Yeah,” said Sam with a snort. “I bet there were. He was a horrible man.”

      I took a sip of the hot steaming coffee and was surprised to find it actually was decent. I put my hand on my friend’s wrist. “Sam, what happened last night?”

      She bit her lower lip. I knew what that meant; she didn’t want to tell me, but she was going to anyway. I’d seen her do that at least a hundred times since we were kids.

      Just as she had let her lip go and opened her mouth to speak, the door swung open again. We both turned to look.

      A ship’s officer, clad in a white uniform, had entered the room and gave it a cursory visual inspection. I watched him head toward the coffee machines—except he didn’t. Instead, he approached us.

      “Samantha?” he said to my friend.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m afraid I’m going to need to ask you to come with me.”

      We exchanged worried glances.

      “Why?” she asked.

      The man hesitated a moment before responding, as if choosing his words carefully. “We need to ask you a few questions about an interaction you had with one of our early-boarding VIP customers last night.”

      Sam took a sip of her coffee, placed it back down on the table, and then stood up with a sigh.

      “I guess I’ll see you back in the room.”

      “Follow me please, ma’am.”

      My heart heavy with guilt, I watched as Sam was led away. This was all my fault. I had told the first officer that it was my friend who’d escorted Patrick Murphy back to his room the night before.

      I drummed my fingers against the table as my apprehension grew. Something had obviously happened with Sam and Murphy the night before, but what?

      Maybe he’d fallen and hit his head and Sam left him. He would have deserved it, I thought uncharitably. But no, Sam would’ve never done something like that. She may have had a wild streak and been a bit of a rule breaker in our heyday, but she was good-hearted. She wouldn’t just leave an injured person, even if that person had somehow wronged her.

      It must have been something else.

      She definitely didn’t kill him.

      Definitely.

      I sipped the coffee.

      Right?
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      I only drank half my coffee before deciding I didn’t want any more. It tasted bitter now. After tossing the cups, I went to find someone to talk to, and since my best friend had been dragged away, there were basically only two other people I knew on the ship… and I wasn’t about to talk to Sylvia, do you see?

      Cece’s cabin was just around the corner from mine and Sam’s.

      “Hey! Cece?” I called from outside the room. My hand was still sore from banging on Patrick Murphy’s door so I wasn’t about to do the same thing again here.

      “Come in!” she yelled from inside.

      The door hadn’t been fully closed, and it opened with a gentle push. Cece was sitting on the lower bunk, her back against the wall of the cabin. She’d been looking at her phone.

      “Hey!” she said when she saw me, with a wide-mouthed, toothy smile. Although we’d just met, she was so friendly it was like I’d known her for years.

      She explained to Sam and me that she was from originally from Puerto Rico, though her father had actually been from New York while her mother was from San Juan. She was fluent in Spanish as well as English, and I thought the fact she only worked as a housekeeper was a waste of her talents, but she claimed it was better than having to deal with the customers personally. And anyway, she was only working this job to save up enough to cover her living expenses when she eventually went to college.

      “Grab a chair,” she said, pointing at the only chair in the room—the one by the small desk that was fixed to the wall.

      I pulled it out and sat down with a theatrical sigh.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I think they’re questioning Sam now,” I said with a poker face. “An officer came and took her away.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Idiots.”

      I raised my eyebrows and couldn’t help but smirk a little, though part of me felt guilty at mocking the senior crew members she was referring to. “Idiots? How so?”

      Cece dropped her phone onto the pillow beside her. “There are, like, a hundred people who they should interview ahead of Sam if they want to find out who killed Murphy.”

      “A hundred, huh?” I said with a grin.

      She nodded at me, and then brushed aside a dark lock of hair that had fallen in front of her eyes. “Oh yeah, pretty much everyone hated that guy.”

      “And lots of people knew him, because he took, like, a hundred cruises a year?” I said with a grin, mimicking her exaggeration.

      “You got it!”

      “Well, I guess they’re just being methodical. Sam could very well be the last person to see him alive when she took him back to his room last night.”

      “Yeah,” she said, unconvinced. “I suppose so. I’m sure Sam’s seen worse over the years though, right? I mean, Murphy is right on the line.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, there are, and there have been, worse passengers—but they get banned. He always managed to stay just on the right side of not being blacklisted, you know? If your friend was going to kill a pig of a passenger, she probably would have done it to someone more deserving.”

      I giggled but then felt guilty. “Yeah, but, she would never, you know, kill anyone,” I said.

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. I’m just saying, Murphy was bad, but she would have seen far worse in half a decade on the seas.”

      I wanted to tell Cece the truth—that Sam had never even seen the ocean until a couple of days before—but I couldn’t. Not yet, anyway. I liked Cece a lot, but we’d only just met. If Sam wanted to reveal the truth to her, that was her decision, not mine. I’d just have to keep playing along for now.

      “Even if he wasn’t blacklisted, he’s definitely dead now,” I said. “No more cruising for him. So who do you think did it?”

      Cece pushed herself up on her bed so that she was sitting up straight and gave me a grin. “You gonna post it on Twitter?”

      I shook my head with a laugh. “What, like a murder mystery for the guests? I don’t think Sylvia would be down with that. Nah, I’ve been ordered not to mention anything negative about the cruise.”

      “Shame. It’d be a lot more interesting if you could post about all the shenanigans the passengers get up to. Like, most embarrassing passenger. Biggest fashion fail. The buffet’s biggest abusers.”

      I shuddered just thinking about Sylvia’s reaction to any of those ideas.

      “She’d probably throw me overboard if I did any of those.”

      Cece giggled. “I guess, if I had to choose a most likely suspect, I’d have to go with one of the chefs.”

      “The chefs? Do they even see the customers?”

      Cece shrugged. “Yeah, sometimes. There are stations in the international buffet staffed with chefs, and of course sometimes customers ask to speak with the chef to compliment them. Or, in Murphy’s case…”

      “Berate them?”

      “Uh-huh. He was horrible to the staff. You know how they say the customer is always right?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Well, not only did he believe that, but he also seemed to think it meant the staff was always wrong. Like, all the time. Couldn’t do anything right in his eyes. So I wouldn’t be surprised if it was one of the chefs who poisoned him. There was one guy, Greg, they got into it yesterday—Murphy was saying he was going to get him fired.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. I couldn’t imagine ever trying to get someone else fired from their job. In college, I’d worked as a waitress for a while and I knew just how bad some customers could be though, so I certainly believed her.

      “You think he was poisoned?”

      Cece shrugged. “That’s what I heard.”

      I frowned. “I… there’s something I didn’t tell you yesterday.”

      “Ooh, a secret? Already hiding skeletons in your closet, Adrienne?”

      I couldn’t hold in my chuckle at her accidental pun. “Suppose that’s one way to put it. Actually, it was me who found him—I found the body. That’s how I knew about it yesterday.”

      “No way!”

      “Way.”

      “That’s so unfair,” she complained. “I’ve been doing this gig for years and I’ve never once found a body. You got one on your first day!”

      If I had a pillow or cushion or anything soft nearby, I would have chucked it at her. Who wants to find a dead body?

      “You’re terrible!”

      She giggled. “Yeah, I know. Tell me, what was it like?”

      “Well, I don’t think he was poisoned. When I found him, he was lying on the floor and there was… you know… around his head.”

      “What?”

      “Blood,” I said quietly.

      “Yuck. Was there like… a hammer or something?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. Not that I saw. I didn’t spend much time looking, to be honest. I’m a bit squeamish.”

      “I think most people are squeamish about dead bodies,” she said with short laugh. “Say, how about this? Maybe he was poisoned, and then he toppled over and cracked his head open like an egg.”

      Trying and failing to suppress a shudder, I stood up to shake it off. “Yeah, maybe. I don’t know. I guess it’s possible.” I began to pace up and down, but the problem with pacing in a tiny cabin is that you only get two steps in each direction.

      “Oh, and there would be one other good thing about it if he’d been poisoned.”

      “Yeah?” I said, pondering whether we should really be weighing the benefits of poisoning.

      “It means it couldn’t have been Sam, right? He would have had to have been poisoned at lunch, or at least well before she met him. Also, it might have explained the state he was in. Maybe it wasn’t just the side effects of happy hour making him bounce off the walls.”

      “Oh, good point.” I was about to say I hope he was poisoned before I caught myself. “I guess the police will figure it out, anyway.”

      Cece smirked.

      “What?”

      “Police? What police? Ain’t no police on this boat.”

      I pursed my lips “Don’t they… helicopter them in? Or go back to shore?”

      She shook her head with a laugh. “Go back? Do you know how many millions of dollars they’d lose? And the bad press of a murder investigation during a cruise? No way. It’s just going to be the ship’s security until we’re back home.”

      “Huh,” I said, not really surprised, but enlightened nonetheless. Fed up with pacing in such a confined space, I sat back down on the chair “Are the security guys good? Do they know what they’re doing?”

      “They’re pretty good at putting drunks back in their cabins. But I don’t know about murder investigations. It’s never happened on a ship I’ve been on. Not that I’ve heard about, anyway. There could have been one they kept under the radar, I suppose.”

      “Yeah, they wanted to keep this a secret too. You know, I think I might see what I can find out.”

      Cece cocked her head at me. “What, are you undercover FBI?”

      I giggled. “No…”

      “A private detective?”

      “Kinda,” I said with a mysterious smile.

      “Spill!” she demanded with a glare.

      “I’m just messing around. But I’m a journalist, at least that’s what I trained as, and it’s what I did before I ended up here. I took some classes on investigative journalism and that kind of thing.”

      “Sylvia would kill you if you wrote a story about it.”

      “Well, I don’t want to write a story, but you know, just… look into things. Kind of help them out.”

      “The security guys probably won’t appreciate it,” she said thoughtfully.

      I nodded. That was one of the things we’d learned in investigative journalism class: everyone hates it. Both the cops or lawyers and the people being investigated. But the more hated your investigation is, the more likely you are to get a Pulitzer. At least that’s what the professor said. Not that she had one.

      “Yeah, well, I won’t tell them. I’ve got a great disguise.”

      She gave me a funny look. “You brought wigs and stuff with you?”

      “No, silly, I mean my job,” I said with a laugh. “I’m supposed to be going around the ship talking to people, looking at things, taking pictures and all that. I’ll just do my talking and looking and picture-taking where the interesting stuff is.”

      Cece nodded. “Good plan. Man, I’m jealous. Maybe I’ll study journalism like you when I go to college.”

      “While I’m not your career advisor, I’ve gotta say, it’s kind of a dying industry. I mean, look at me. Instead of doing proper journalism, I’m tweeting about face painting and I’m banned from saying anything even slightly negative about this cruise.”

      “Beats cleaning rooms.”

      “Which beats liaising with customers?”

      She nodded and gave me another toothy grin. “You know it. But hey, if you’re going to do this, be careful.”

      “Why? Are you worried it’s a serial killer?”

      She laughed, swiped her phone off her pillow, then picked it up and threw it at my head. “No, doofus, I’m worried you’ll get fired. You and Sam are the two coolest new chicks here.”

      “Cool? Us?” I said, confusion genuine.

      “Hells yeah. You’re from Nebraska. I’d never even heard of it! Sam was saying you actually get snow and everything there. Man, I’d love to see it.”

      I snorted. While I of course had a full bushel of home state pride, I don’t think I’d ever heard anyone outside of Nebraska claim it was cool.

      “Thanks. And we were both really glad to meet you too, Cece.”

      We beamed at each other in mutual admiration, for probably longer than was appropriate, before I left her to it.

      I had some planning to do.
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      Ten minutes later, I was back in Cece’s room.

      “Umm…”

      She raised an eyebrow at me and one corner of her mouth raised in a knowing smile. “Want my help?”

      I nodded. “Yes, please. But only if you want to.”

      She’d slid off the bed and hopped to her feet already. “What are we gonna do? Kidnap someone and torture them for information?” she said with a little too much enthusiasm and a wicked glint in her eye.

      I giggled. “Umm, no. I thought I might start with something a little less dramatic.”

      Cece nodded in acknowledgement. “True. We don’t know who to torture yet, do we?”

      “Stop it!” I gave her a playful punch on the arm. “You’re terrible.”

      “Yep.”

      “You’re housekeeping, so you can get into the rooms, right?”

      “That’s my job,” she said. “Go into the rooms and mess them up.”

      “Mess them up?”

      “Oops. Wait. I got it wrong again. I’m always doing that. Clean them, that’s what I do. Clean, clean, clean.”

      This is already a lot more fun than it has any right to be, I thought to myself.

      “Awesome. I was thinking I might take another quick peek inside Murphy’s room, see if there’s any clues.”

      “Murphy’s room, in the VIP section?”

      “Yeah… is that a problem?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Not all of housekeeping has access to that section. Our keycards only open the areas we’re actually assigned to work in.”

      “Oh,” I said, deflated. It looked like my investigation was going to come to an abrupt conclusion before it had even begun. That or I’d have to find another way to get access to Murphy’s room.

      “With one exception, that is.”

      “One exception?”

      Cece lifted the card hanging by the lanyard from her neck. “Yep. Cece Blake accepts no restrictions or limitations. My card opens everything.” She grabbed me by the shoulders and stared into my eyes to show she was super serious. “Eh-vuh-ree-thing.”

      “Really? How…?”

      She raised a finger to her nose and tapped it. “What they don’t know won’t hurt ‘em.”

      Amused, I decided not to push it.

      “Come on.”

      When we got to the VIP section, it was incredibly quiet, so we dropped our voices to a whisper.

      “You’re sure you want to do this?” asked Cece.

      It would’ve been a lie to say I had no doubts whatsoever. But since Sam still hadn’t come back to the room, I was getting nervous for her. Why were they keeping her for so long? It couldn’t have taken her more than a couple of minutes to explain what had happened the night before.

      “Let’s do it.”

      Unlike the day before, the door was properly closed this time. Cece held up her card to the lock, and the entire reader flashed a bright green to show that access had been granted. There was a whirring as a small motor withdrew the lock.

      We gave the door a push, slipped inside, and then pushed it to behind us, not closing it completely.

      “The body was over there.” I pointed ahead. “Just behind the sofa.”

      Cece didn’t waste any time nervously stepping forward as I had the day before; instead, she marched over with big strides.

      “Yuck,” she said, shaking her head like a wet dog. “There’re blood stains.”

      Standing beside her, I saw them again. Even with the body gone, you could kind of make out the outline of where the head had lain, with a rusty stain around its outline.

      We stepped around the sofa gingerly, both of us being careful to make sure we didn’t actually walk through the area the body had been. We walked around a little further, so that our backs were to the sliding french doors that led to the balcony and we were facing the sofa and the entrance door beyond.

      “Look,” I said, pointing at the floor a few of yards away from the sofa. The day before, I had been so preoccupied with the body—and Ethan Lee—that I’d missed something that was now blindingly obvious.

      “Some poison,” said Cece shaking her head and giving a nervous chuckle. “Guess the rumor mill was wrong about that.”

      We were looking at the remains of a lamp. It was about two feet tall and made of brass, and looked heavy enough to kill someone with, funnily enough.

      Slowly, we walked around, back to roughly where we started.

      “Makes you think, doesn’t it?” said Cece quietly, the situation having subdued her exuberance somewhat.

      “Adrienne!” screeched a voice and I jumped, in Cece’s words, a hundred feet into the air.

      Ashen-faced, I spun around, already beginning to shake.

      Sylvia was staring at me, hands on her hips. “And you. Cleaner girl. What are you doing?”

      “I…” Having nothing good to say, I let my sentence end after a single inconclusive word.

      “Loud woman,” said Cece furiously, mirroring Sylvia’s condescending cleaner girl and refusing to use her name, “we’re trying to work!”

      “Work?” said Sylvia.

      “Yeah. Work. This one here,” she said, pointing at me, “is some kind of social media maven and she’s going to do a post about the lives of the workers aboard the ship. Aren’t you?”

      “I… am,” I said, nodding too emphatically. I lifted my phone into the air and waved it, as if it was proof of my work. I hoped Sylvia didn’t mention the fact that Cece hadn’t brought a cleaning cart with her. “I thought it might be interesting for the guests to see what goes on behind the scenes.”

      “Where’s your cleaning supplies?” asked Sylvia, her eyes flicking suspiciously back and forth between us. My heart sank.

      “I hate to tell you this, honey,” said Cece her voice dripping with condescension, “but a lot of social media stuff is faked. Posed. I don’t have any supplies because I’m not doing any cleaning,” she said, shaking her head as if as if explaining something incredibly complex to a difficult child. “In case you didn’t notice, it’s way past the time housekeeping are done for the day.”

      Although I was delighted with Cece’s clever response, it was all I could do not to cringe at the vitriol in her tone. Surely we’d get in serious trouble.

      “Well, why are you in this room? This room is off limits.”

      “Off limits? What are you talking about?” said Cece, waving her badge. “I checked the list of guests, and this cabin is listed as empty. A last-minute cancellation. We wouldn’t be going into an actual occupied cabin in the evening to take pictures, would we?”

      “Empty?” said Sylvia, her head tilted in confusion. “Oh, well, maybe that is the case. But listen to me, and listen well. This room is off limits to you. You’re not to take any pictures in here, and you’re to leave it alone. Do you see?”

      “Fine!” Cece huffed out a sigh so dramatic I was surprised an Oscar wasn’t immediately thrust into her hands. “We’ll find somewhere else. Come on, Adrienne, let’s go.”

      Cece grabbed my hand and speed-walked us out of there so fast I was panting by the time we made it to a service stairwell to hide in.

      “That was close,” she said with an amused laugh.

      I was too shocked to laugh. “Cece… you were amazing!”

      She gave me a mock bow. “Thanks.”

      “But, umm, I’m a bit worried Sylvia might be mad at me.”

      Cece shrugged. “She would have been madder if we’d told her what we were really doing. I had to be pretty harsh with her to keep her off-kilter. And anyway, she shouldn’t have been there either.”

      “No?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. She’s supposed to be the MC for the karaoke night, but she must have shoved that task off onto some other poor soul.”

      I frowned. “Karaoke night? I don’t remember seeing that on the schedule.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, that’s because karaoke isn’t classy enough. They call it Ocean Idol instead, but it’s basically just a karaoke competition for people who think they’re too good for karaoke.”

      “Huh. How did you know the room was listed as empty?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t. I mean, it probably isn’t, is it? But with the passenger no longer occupying it, it should be. I’m sure she won’t check.”

      “Sure?”

      “Pretty sure…”
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      The next morning, I met Cece for breakfast in the excitingly named Crew Mess Two.

      “You don’t look like you slept too good.” Cece, however, looked annoyingly fabulous.

      “That obvious, huh?” I said, wrapping my hands around my coffee mug. “I couldn’t sleep. I was wondering about Sam. They’ve still got her locked up.”

      “She’s still in the brig?”

      “I guess so. I haven’t seen her. I’m going to try and track her down today.”

      “Wish I could come with you.” She held up her hands in a gesture of but what can you do. “But unfortunately I’ve got rooms to clean.”

      “Yeah, I’ve got lots to do today too. But I’m just going to try and slip away for a little bit.”

      We finished our breakfast of eggs, toast, and three coffees for me and headed our separate ways.

      

      I wanted to meet with Ethan Lee again. It was him I’d spoken to before, after all, and it was him who was ultimately in charge of Sam’s incarceration, being the head of the ship’s security. Right after breakfast, I’d checked his schedule and saw that he was on the late shift today. He would be on duty from the early afternoon right up until late at night. This meant I had the morning to focus on my job.

      Like many modern, healthy young people, I started my day with some yoga. Well, watching it anyway.

      When I arrived at the yoga studio, I found it to be a deep room inside the ship with no windows. The participants ranged from older children brought along by their mothers, to people who put the ‘great’ before grandparents.

      I got a few nice shots of the instructor and her annoyingly toned body, and a decent group shot of the participants from behind.

      I typed ‘#yoga #seaflexing #cruiselife #cruiseyoga’ on my phone before picking two of the images for my drip-feeding social media queue. One of them would be sent out within the hour, and the other the following day. Why not get ahead?

      I didn’t hang around. I wanted to do a whistle-stop tour of a whole bunch of the shipboard activities, to get a lot of posts full of pizzazz lined up for the day. After yoga, I continued my morning exercise theme by heading to the running track that wrapped around the entire ship, and I suspected I couldn’t even manage one circuit of it. Though I wasn’t about to try. I’d love to, but I’ve got so much work to do, I lied to myself.

      Stepping out into the morning sunshine, the sea breeze seemed to embrace me and give me a veritable wake-up slap, flecks of salty seawater doing a much better job of waking me up than my morning coffee had. It was so invigorating that I promised myself I was going to try and spend more time outside, when I could. There’s something about the ocean air that’s intoxicating.

      Maybe that’s because it’s still so… exotic, I mused. Perhaps if you took someone from a little beach-side town, they’d be similarly awestruck and impressed by the unending cornfields of Nebraska.

      There was a small but steady stream of runners hustling their way around the circuit, and what they lacked in numbers they made up for in enthusiasm. This average age of these folks seemed older than the yogis, and I imagined most of them had been running since before I was even born. Every person who went by greeted me with a cheery “good morning,” or “how’s it going?” as they jogged on by.

      It was hard to drag myself away from the rail to go back inside. I could’ve stayed out there, soaking in the air and staring at the horizon for hours. But no, I had a full morning ahead of me. I went on to visit three different music classes (singing, ukulele, and bongo drums).  And after that, two coffee shops, the VIP gym, and finally—at least for the morning—I took a picture of the door to the ship’s bridge. Although I intended to go inside at some point during this cruise, I was too shy, and felt too new, to try and get entry just yet.

      I ate a quick lunch of a side salad and a sandwich, both of which were surprisingly good, and then I went back to check our room to see if Sam had returned. She hadn’t. The room felt bare and empty without her, and I didn’t feel the slightest bit grateful for the extra space her absence afforded me.

      Just after one o’clock, I headed over to Ethan Lee’s office. It was located near the bridge, just a short walk down a hallway away from it. I had sussed out the location earlier during my morning’s whistle-stop tour.

      Outside his office was a small staffing station, and I was greeted by a smartly dressed young man in a sailor’s uniform.

      “Adrienne James, social media manager,” I said, emphasizing the manager to make myself sound more important than I was. “Please tell the first officer that I would like to speak to him, immediately if possible.”

      “Of course, ma’am,” he said with a respectful nod. I was kind of disappointed that he didn’t salute me.

      He returned a moment later. “Follow me.”

      The first officer’s cabin had a commanding view that overlooked the ocean. We were very high up here, much higher above the sea than any building back home in Cornridge was even above the ground. His office had large windows that filled the room with natural sunlight. There was a large, impressive-looking desk which Ethan Lee was sitting behind when I entered. But as soon as I arrived, he stood up and made his way around to greet me.

      “I expected I would see you again,” he said.

      I tried to figure out his tone. Was he excited to see me, or resigned to it? I couldn’t quite tell.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Come.”

      He pointed to the right-hand side of the room, where there was a pair of three-seater sofas on either side of a glass coffee table, which looked to be bolted to the floor.

      We sat down across from each other, the sofa creaking as the genuine leather adjusted to my presence.

      I appreciated that he wasn’t going to sit behind his giant desk with me on the other side, because this conversation was going to be nerve-wracking enough without that level of intimidation.

      

      “So?” He leaned forward, hands on his knees and eyebrows raised.

      “Where’s Sam?” There was no point in beating around the bush.

      “I’m afraid Sam is in custody.”

      “You locked her up?”

      Ethan Lee gave a firm nod. “Unfortunately, she was the last person seen with the victim. Furthermore, she has been incredibly cagey both about her past, and what happened that evening. At the moment, she is our best, and only, suspect. While we don’t have any definitive evidence that she killed him, as head of security I believe it’s best that we keep her in a secure location, until she can be handed over to the authorities shoreside when we returned to port next week.”

      While he spoke, I was digging my fingers into my palms, and slowly shaking my head to myself.

      “Look. I know Sam. I’ve known her my entire life. I can assure you she’s not a killer. She had nothing to do with this man’s death. You’ve got to let her go.”

      “I don’t have to do anything.” His look and tone were serious and I didn’t think I was going to get far with him. “My duty is to the ship, to the passengers, and to the other crew members.”

      “But you’ve got no reason to suspect her—”

      “Apart from the fact that she was with the victim before he died?”

      “—There must be loads of potential suspects. From what I heard, Patrick Murphy was widely hated. I heard he has a reputation among the female staff members, in fact. I bet there are lots of people who wanted him dead.”

      The corners of his mouth flickered just a moment, as if he was almost amused by the idea that many people wanted Patrick Murphy dead. He knew there was some truth to that statement.

      “He may not have been the most popular passenger with the staff, but I don’t think your argument is helping her case.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Why not?”

      “Well, if you’re saying he often upset women who may have wanted to kill him, then perhaps he upset your friend, Sam, and so she, well… did.”

      I blinked. “That’s not what I meant. I meant that someone he may have angered in the past could have killed him.”

      First Officer Ethan Lee shrugged, and I couldn’t help but watch the way his shoulder muscles flexed underneath the clean, perfectly pressed, torso-hugging white shirt. “Any suggestions?”

      “You tell me. I bet you’ve got a record a mile-long about that guy, right?”

      His eyes narrowed slightly. “We do have a few comments on file. But as you know, guests who cause serious disruption are barred for life. I mean, sure, there are rumors about him having an affair with a member of the staff, and about inappropriate comments with others—”

      “An affair? Who with?”

      “Forget I said that. I’m sure that’s just gossip. All I’m saying is that, sure, he had a bit of a reputation, and he has upset some staff members in the past, but not to the extent of killing him.”

      I wasn’t getting anywhere.

      “I want to see Sam.”

      He drummed the fingers of his right hand on his knee while he thought for a moment.

      “Okay,” he said after a second’s hesitation. “I’ll take you to see her. She’s in one of our secure holding cells.”

      He stood up, and walked over to the door to his cabin.

      “Follow me.”

      So, I did.
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      I followed him out of his office and into a service elevator, which took us down several decks to the security office. We didn’t enter the main office area, but instead carried on just beyond it to a section labeled holding cells. There looked to be about six of them, but it was outside the first row of steel doors that he stopped.

      “Haven’t filled the rest of them up with staff yet, huh?”

      He gave me a hard look before turning back to the door, using his key card to unlock it. As soon as the lock whirred, I heard someone jumping to their feet on the other side of the door. Ethan pushed the door open.

      “Sam!”

      “Addy!”

      We gave each other a tight hug for a few seconds, then broke apart. My eyes ran around the room and then went wide.

      “This jail cell…”

      Sam looked over her shoulder. “I know.”

      Ethan Lee gave us a quizzical look.

      “It’s the same as our room. Our room is a jail cell.”

      Ethan chuckled. “Really?”

      “It’s insulting,” said Sam.

      I nodded my head in emphatic agreement.

      He briefly raised his eyes up to the ceiling as if in thought. “My cabin isn’t like this.”

      We both rolled our eyes.

      He continued, “I guess Swan International commits more resources to the passenger areas than they do for us crew.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “So when am I getting out of here?” Sam had begun to pace up and down across the room, three short steps each way.

      “I’m afraid you will be confined here until we have returned to port.”

      “But I didn’t do anything!”

      Ethan Lee shrugged. “It’s only a week. You’ll be fine.”

      “But it’s not fair. I’m telling you—I didn’t do anything!”

      “If you are indeed innocent, then I can understand why you would think that,” said Ethan with just a hint of sympathy. “But the initial evidence we have points to you at the moment, and I would be remiss in my duties if I were to let you carry on as normal.” He paused for effect. “And I am never remiss in my duties.”

      “If there was evidence pointing in another direction, at a different suspect, you would have to let her go, right?”

      “But there isn’t.”

      I turned and spoke directly to Sam. “I’ll get you out of here. I will find out who really did it, or at least dredge up some other likely suspects, and then he’ll have no choice but to let you go.” I jerked my head in the direction of the first officer.

      “Now look here,” said Ethan Lee. I had a flashback of Sylvia and her incessant do you see, “you are most assuredly not permitted to start investigating. You’re a social media director, not a private investigator. If you start causing trouble, you’re going to end up in the brig as well.”

      “I wouldn’t have to investigate if you hadn’t wrongfully arrested my friend while a killer’s still roaming the ship doing who knows what,” I said with a haughty sniff.

      “Well, we’ll just see about that once the police conduct their investigation back in New Orleans, won’t we?”

      I ignored that and took Sam’s hand instead. “I’ll get you out, Sam. I promise,” I said in a low voice. Not so that Ethan couldn’t hear—he still could—but low enough so that he would know he wasn’t supposed to hear, not if he was polite.

      Luckily, he was.

      “Stay strong.”

      Sam took her hand back, raised her arms and flexed her biceps at me with a forced smile. I gave her shoulder a final squeeze and a plastered on fake smile of my own to reassure her.

      “Please be careful, Addy. Like you said, Patrick Murphy was killed by someone, and if you get too close…”

      “Don’t worry about me. I can look after myself. And I will be careful. If I find the killer, I’ll let the mall cops know,” I said with a head nod toward the first officer, getting a genuine giggle out of Sam, “instead of tackling him or her myself.”

      We hugged again and then there was nothing else to do but leave.

      As Ethan Lee marched me away like I was a prisoner too, I determined that I was going to find out who really killed Patrick Murphy and get Sam out of there.

      Whether First Officer Ethan Lee liked it or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      While the first officer hadn’t directly threatened my job, the subtext had been clear. It would be under threat if I continued my investigation into Patrick Murphy.

      This made me immediately toss aside any idea of doing any further investigations, and leave my best friend to rot in her crew cabin-jail cell to deal with her problems all by herself.

      Not.

      No, I was of course going to proceed—I couldn’t abandon Sam in her time of need, could I? But I was going to have to stay under the radar. If Ethan Lee didn’t want me investigating, then I wasn’t going to let Ethan Lee see me investigating.

      It was a hot afternoon when we docked at Cozumel, a Mexican resort island that was popular with cruise ships like ours. A large portion of the tourists aboard our boat disembarked, but not all of them.

      “I paid for a seven-day cruise, and I’m gonna spend all seven days cruising. Even when we’re in port.” That was said to me by an elderly man who was working on his tan, sitting topless next to his walnut brown wife who was so much in agreement with her husband that she didn’t feel the need to talk at all.

      I had been hoping for an interesting mini-interview with them, but it turned out to be a bust.

      I would have loved to go ashore myself to have a look around as I’d never visited Mexico or any other foreign country, but I was supposed to remain on the ship. I figured if I kept up this job for a while, I might be able to persuade Sylvia that I should go ashore with some of the passengers next time, to show what some of our cruisers got up to outside of the ship. But for the moment, for this first assignment, I was to stay aboard the ship the entire time.

      “You’re not going to put our pictures online, are you?”

      “Would you mind if I did? This is an important part of my job.”

      The well-tanned man stood up. “No way. Nix it. I don’t want hackers and stalkers chasing me down. I know what happens if you put pictures online.” He turned to his wife. “Don’t I, Jan?”

      She lowered her sunglasses, gave a sharp nod, then pushed them up again, her communication duties over.

      “Well okay, see you later. Enjoy your day.” I tried to leave them to it.

      “If I get hacked, I’ll sue!” called the man as I began to edge away. “Don’t online me! You hear?”

      I assured him as best as I could that I wouldn’t online him, and made my escape. If I’d wanted to get into an argument, I could have pointed out to the couple that they had actually agreed to a photo waiver when they’d booked their tickets; it was part of the terms and conditions. But Sylvia had instructed me to delete or remove any photos of customers who were unhappy, and of course, most of the photos that went online were artistically anonymized unless the guests asked otherwise, so I guessed the point was moot.

      As I walked around the outside of the deck, I took a few photos of the island, though they all needed some serious filters applied before they’d be even the slightest bit interesting. Luckily, I could do that.

      I stopped under a sunshade and selected the best of my Cozumel photos. I applied a filter that gave it a kind of golden glow, and then tried to think of an inspirational quote to put underneath.

      If you can dream it, you can do it. Swan Cruises.

      Anything is possible on a Swan Cruise.

      Tropical times on the high seas with Swan.

      Can you spot the pirate?

      I decided to go with the first one. Sure, it was cheesy, but people love that kind of thing. At least, I thought Sylvia would like it, and she was the most important pair of eyes on my social media posts.

      I was slowly making my way to an area called the Promenade. It was a rather elegant-looking section just outside the casino, and I figured there had to be something interesting going on there.

      I felt a stinging jab on my arm, and my hand whipped up to rub it.

      “Oops, too hard?”

      I turned to see a grinning Cece looking at me with just the slightest hint of contrition.

      “You must’ve been working out.”

      “Yep. Eight hours every day.”

      I tilted my head at her in surprise, until I realized what she meant. “They’re working you hard?”

      “Hardly working. What’s up? Any news from Sam?”

      I filled her in on my meeting with Sam and Ethan Lee. She didn’t seem surprised by any of it.

      “He did say one interesting thing though,” I told her after explaining most of what had transpired. “He said that there was a rumor that Patrick Murphy had an affair with a member of staff.”

      Cece was already bobbing her head up and down. “Yeah, didn’t I say that before?”

      “Nope.”

      “I mean, it’s probably just gossip. But there was a rumor that he and Sylvia were having an affair.”

      “Sylvia? My boss Sylvia?”

      Cece nodded. “I meant to say something about it after she found us in Murphy’s cabin.”

      “That might explain why she was there.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yep. Maybe she was looking for evidence of their affair, so that she could remove it and cover her tracks.”

      Cece nodded thoughtfully. “Or she’s a romantic, and she couldn’t believe her beautiful lover was really dead, and just wanted to spend a few moments by the bloodstain that’s all that’s left of him.”

      I snorted. The word ‘beautiful’ can only be applied to a very select group of men, and Patrick Murphy was so far outside the bounds of that kind of man I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “More likely there was something incriminating in the cabin and she was trying to hide it,” I said.

      Cece clapped me on the shoulder. “You are a detective! Okay, no rest for the wicked. It's time for me to carry on my workout."

      I giggled at Cece and waved goodbye. I was off to talk to Sylvia, if I could track her down.

      

      It didn’t take long. She was at the Promenade.

      “Adrienne, darling, have you been getting some fabulous pictures and posts for me?"

      "Sure have," I said with a grin. "Say, I heard about that cabin that you found us in yesterday. I hadn't realized…"

      “So you know about that awful business, do you? Well, make sure you keep it under your hat. That is definitely not to go out on the social media accounts. That would ruin a lot of vacations, do you see?"

      "Oh, yes. I see. I'm only posting the most positive, happy, exciting things I can find. And don't worry, there's plenty of them on the ship!" I was being so chipper I felt like I was going to be sick. I was never one for too much sugar.

      Sylvia was, however, and she beamed at my peppy attitude.

      "The man who died, I heard he was something of a regular." I wondered if I could get her to admit to an affair.

      "That's right. He was one of our Platinum Star VIP repeat customers. Four, five, sometimes six times a year, he'd be on these cruises. This was his favorite ship. He said he could never develop the same affection for the other cruise lines.”

      "He found us affectionate, did he?"

      Sylvia shifted a little uncomfortably, regretting her choice of words.

      "I heard he could be a little too affectionate with some of the female staff, though," I said.

      "Hold on a minute," said Sylvia, ignoring what I’d said and putting her hands on her hips. "Wasn't it your cabinmate who they've arrested?"

      I nodded at her. "Yes, though I'm sure she didn't do it. She's a tough cookie, but not a murderous one. And the night before, that Patrick Murphy really upset her."

      "Did he? He did have a bit of a…” Sylvia extended her hands as she was talking and waved them in the air in front of her, “…way about him."

      “You mean he was handsy?”

      Sylvia glanced around to make sure we weren't being listened to by any passengers. Then she gave me a nod.

      I began to reassess her. Maybe Cece had it wrong about Sylvia and Murphy having an affair. Maybe someone got the wrong impression after watching him being inappropriate with her, and she was too much of a ‘customer is always right’ drone to formally file the complaints that she should have. Maybe she did report it, and the powers that be didn’t care because his repeat business was more important to them.

      It was entirely possible Murphy had harassed her rather than having an affair with her.

      "Sylvia, where’d you go after our meeting the other day?"

      She dropped her chin, raising her eyebrows and giving me a laser-focused glare. "What?"

      "Oh, nothing. I was just wondering." Wow, way to botch that one, Adrienne. That question was far too direct. My investigation was supposed to be discreet.

      "I don't know where you get the gall! I suggest you mind your own business about what other staff members, especially your superiors, do outside of their working hours. Do you see?"

      I nodded. “Yeah. Sorry. Got it.” She was annoyed at me now and I felt the conversation had run its course. “Oh! Look over there! The cocktail that woman is holding looks exquisite. I want to try and get a pic before she drinks it." I began to hurry away. “See you later!” I called over my shoulder.

      I was hurrying across the deck toward the middle-aged woman with the bright blue cocktail and pink umbrella floating in it before Sylvia could say another word to me.

      I know some people say you can't run away from trouble, but I was pretty sure you could.

      Though this time, it turned out my escape was only temporary.
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      I got the most amazing cocktail photo; the way the aquamarine blue liquid played against the bright pink of its umbrella with the blurry ocean view behind made it look like a carefully arranged promotional shot. In other words, precisely what it was.

      I quickly put it in my social media queue, ready to go out that afternoon. Pleased with myself, I was thinking about what to do next, when I realized that Sylvia was heading my way again.

      Before we could even think about exchanging further pleasantries—or perhaps some other choice words, she was approached by a glamorously-dressed woman who looked as if she'd crossed the half-century mark a decade ago but was determined not to let anyone know it. She drew any casual observer’s focus away from encroaching wrinkles with a liberal splash of diamonds and rubies about her person. Her expensive-looking violet sundress and generous layer of makeup finished the job.

      I started to hurry away, but something about Sylvia's disposition toward the woman stopped me. There was a slight nervousness to Sylvia's attitude that made me think there was some issue between her and what looked like to be one of our VIP guests.

      I stepped a little closer, not exactly sneaking up on Sylvia, but surreptitiously approaching from an oblique angle. That's journalist speak for sneaking up.

      “…Mrs. Murphy, is your new cabin to your liking?"

      I blinked and stood stock still. Mrs. Murphy? Just then, the memory struck me like a lightning bolt. When I’d been outside Patrick Murphy's room, I saw the sign that read "The Stateroom of Mr. and Mrs. Patrick Murphy." Yet, somehow, I had completely overlooked the fact that he was married until now.

      “…unacceptable, bedroom… acceptable, the housekeeper… completely unacceptable, the…”

      She seemed as lacking in the charm department as her husband had been. Although I only heard a couple of snippets of conversation, I could already tell that she was more concerned about her room than she was about her dearly departed husband. Though then again, people have been known to mask their grief in mysterious ways.

      Sylvia seemed to grow bored of Mrs. Murphy's list of positives and negatives about her new room and glanced over her shoulder. Awkward. Our eyes met for just a moment and she flashed a fierce look my way. Turning back to Mrs. Murphy, she lowered her head and began to step slowly toward the rail above the ocean, to shepherd Mrs. Murphy away from me.

      I stood watching them for a few seconds more. I considered taking a picture of the two ladies, with the ocean behind them, but decided I had enough Sylvia in my life already. Instead, I needed to figure out how the mysterious wife factored into everything. She was mysterious to me, anyway.

      Where had Mrs. Murphy been the night Mr. Murphy was killed? And why was it that I found the body the next day rather than her? Those were some intriguing questions.

      They say in journalism classes that it's always someone close to the victim, at least in ninety percent of murder cases. That made her the most likely suspect, didn't it? So why did Ethan Lee have my friend locked up instead of Mrs. Murphy herself? Right now, that was the million-dollar question.

      I was going to leave them to it. I was. I wasn't going to try and eavesdrop anymore. Really. But then, their conversation seemed to grow heated.

      "...DO YOU SEE!?"

      Uh-oh. It looked like a fight was about to break out. Sylvia had lifted her arm into the air and...

      "Is everything okay?" I asked while grabbing Sylvia's arm at the elbow. Smacking guests was such a big no-no that it hadn't even been covered in our introductory meeting the other day. I was sure Sylvia would regret it if she actually went through with her intended swing at the recently bereaved widow.

      "Who are you?” asked Mrs. Murphy with a lot more venom than the question is usually asked.

      I let go of Sylvia's arm and she lowered it back to her side with a shake of her shoulders, as if ridding herself of a momentary madness.

      "I'm—"

      "She's no one," said Sylvia with a glare.

      The widow didn't believe that. She stared at my chest, reading exactly who I was.

      "You! I know who you are. Your roommate killed my husband! The nerve! And now you're interfering! Are we sure it wasn't both of you?"

      I flapped my mouth like a fish out of water and, in that moment, I truly understood the meaning of the word flabbergasted for the first time in my life. Not only was she accusing Sam of killing her husband, she was roping me into it as well.

      "No!" I said, probably too loudly. "My friend did not kill your husband. She had nothing to do with it and nor did I."

      "Well, she was the last person to see him alive. Who else could it have been? She probably tried to seduce him and went insane with anger when he rejected her."

      Him reject her? I knew the woman just lost her husband, but I was tempted to lift Sylvia's arm back up to where it was, and this time I'd egg her on if she wanted to slap the horrible old widow silly.

      The only problem with that idea was that Sylvia had disappeared. I glanced over first my left shoulder, then my right, but with no success: Sylvia had snuck away.

      "If only I'd been there," she said, suddenly wistful, "but I was at The Dive."

      "What, the entire night?" I asked, more rudely than was normal for me. The Dive was one of the bars on the ship and although its name referred to diving under the seas, the customers tended to associate it with a 'dive bar' on land and it was renowned for attracting some of the more colorful behavior on board the ship.

      Mrs. Murphy slowly shook her head, ignoring my question, and turned and began to walk away.

      How rude, I thought.

      But speaking of rude, what happened to Sylvia? She should have been trying to stop Mrs. Murphy and me from fighting but instead she just took her chance to cut and run.

      That wasn't very cruise director-like behavior, was it?
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      Cece was wearing rubber gloves and had a silver paisley-printed bandana tied around her head when I found her.

      "That's a pretty awesome look. Can I take a picture?"

      She shrugged. "Why not?" She leaned against her cleaning cart and gave me a come hither expression.

      I giggled. "And how about just a regular smile? You don't want to give the passengers any ideas..."

      "Good point," she said, giving me a smile that was happier than any I had managed in the last couple of days.

      "What's going on?"

      I filled her in on my strange interaction with Sylvia and Mrs. Murphy.

      "Mrs. Murphy—Janice, that's her first name—is almost as bad as her husband."

      "Oh?" My eyebrows had shot up and I was wondering whether our pool and cabana boys were safe with her on the prowl.

      "I mean, in terms of her complaining about the staff. Not creeping on the staff. She's not as bad as him in that regard, at least.”

      I shifted my weight from foot to foot nervously.

      "What is it?" asked Cece, one hand leaning on her cart, the other on her hip.

      "I was wondering..."

      "Go on..."

      "Could I borrow your keycard again?"

      One side of her mouth lifted in a half-smile and she nodded to herself. "I figured you'd ask."

      "Oh?"

      "Sure," she said, drumming the palm of her hand against her cart. "We got interrupted before you could do any real snooping—I mean, investigating—last time, right?"

      "Yep. Thanks, Cece." She was already holding her card for me to take, so I did. She was clearly working, and I wanted to get this over with as soon as possible so I wished her a good afternoon and hurried off, determined to get her keycard back to her as soon as possible.

      It was with some trepidation that I returned to the scene of the crime. Sylvia hadn't reported me before, but surely that was only because she was doing the exact same thing as me. If I was caught by someone else, things would look bad for Sam; it would be difficult to explain away her best friend snooping around the scene of the crime.

      I made sure there was no one around when I entered the cabin. The good thing about the VIP sections of the ship is that there are far fewer cabins than in the less extortionately-priced areas, and so a lot fewer people wandering about.

      I used the card to unlock the door and slipped inside as quickly as I could without being seen.

      Inside, the cabin was just as I remembered it, with the lamp still smashed on the floor and the stain around the sofa still fully intact. Presumably they were leaving the room untouched until we returned to our home port and the NOLA police, or FBI, or whoever it was who investigated murders at sea could be allowed in.

      "Me," I murmured to myself with a little smile. "Me—that's who investigates murders at sea!"

      I didn't want to contaminate the crime scene, but I did want to look around.

      "Oh, drat," I said when I remembered what Cece had been wearing: pink rubber gloves. I should have brought some of my own. I couldn't leave fingerprints around the victim's room.

      I didn't know what I was looking for, but I thought I might very well recognize it when I actually found it. Whatever it turned out to be.

      In the end, I found two items of interest, one much more so than the other.

      The first thing I found was next to the four-poster bed on the nightstand. It was a printed receipt from a bank, detailing a fifty-thousand-dollar deposit that Murphy had made to a bank on Grand Cayman.

      I read it carefully but got nothing meaningful from it, apart from learning that he had an account in the Caymans. At least once.

      But then lots of people did, particularly wealthy businessmen—didn't they? I mentally filed it away as some useful background information, but on its own, it didn't tell me anything about who murdered him.

      The next thing I found was in the living room by the sliding glass french windows. There was a small table there, upon which sat a book about art history. Fascinating as art history is, that isn't what caught my eye. What did draw my attention was the letter being used as a bookmark to a chapter about the painter and architect Raphael.

      Reading personal letters is almost as bad as reading someone's diary, but us muck-raking journalists sometimes have to do these things for the benefit of society. So it was with some small amount of guilt, but a greater feeling of duty, that I unfolded the letter and began to read it.

      Within seconds, I was shaking my head.

      "Unbelievable."

      Murphy had written a letter to the captain—note, it wasn't to the cruise director, or the head of food service, but to the actual captain of the ship—requesting that a chef named Greg Washington be fired. This reminded me of something Cece mentioned; when she first told me about the murder, not realizing that it was me who discovered the body, she had been under the impression that Murphy had been poisoned. And that it was one of the chefs who had done it.

      In the letter, Murphy complained about the chef's rudeness (he called him 'friend' on one occasion and 'man' on another), his lack of hygiene (a lock of hair poked out under his chef's hat one afternoon—who knows what disaster could have unfolded if one of those hairs was loose?), and the fact that the mushrooms in an omelet he’d prepared had been cooked in olive oil instead of butter. But the biggest complaint was saved until last:

      Furthermore, although I am hesitant to jump headfirst into rash accusations, I believe that Greg Washington is trying to poison me. On more than one occasion, I have tasted a little too much salt—surely there can be no better explanation than that he is using the salt to cover up some variety of poison? This may sound rash, but after the eighth time, I was forced to correct Washington's mistakes during a breakfast service he gave me a look that could only be described as 'murderous.' It's clear to me that this man, rather than being grateful for my generously given guidance, is in fact now after my very life.

      I urge you, in the very strongest way, to dismiss Washington from the ship at the earliest opportunity. Lives are at stake!
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        * * *

      

      I held the letter for some time, staring at it. Murphy came across—as I had heard from just about everyone—as a rude, ungrateful, boorish prig. But if he really thought Washington was trying to poison him...

      Maybe the cook had resorted to other, faster means?

      I carefully used my shirt to rub any of my fingerprints from the letter and placed it back in the book, which I also wiped down.

      This was the best information I had yet. I was feeling optimistic about what else I might find in the room when disaster struck.

      BEEP.

      WHIRR.

      CLICK.

      The door to the stateroom unlocked itself. Someone else was coming in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Sprinting, I ran across the room to get out of the line of sight of the door and ended up in the master bedroom.

      I could hear footsteps making their way across the floor of the room and the rustle of clothing. I whipped my head around, looking for somewhere to hide.

      I couldn't get under the bed. It had a box spring that went down almost to the floor itself. There was a large closet, but I didn't want to risk opening and closing its door—it'd definitely make a noise.

      Out of options, I fled across the room and into the en suite bathroom.

      Lacking a laundry hamper big enough to squeeze into, there was only one place to hide: the bathtub.

      I yanked off my heels, so they wouldn't click on the porcelain of the tub, and hopped inside as nimbly and quietly as I could. Holding my breath, I held my shoes with one hand and ever so gently moved the shower curtain down the rail to hide me from view.

      I did it!

      With my breathing so shallow I worried I was going to faint, I listened as intently as I could.

      They were still there.

      Whoever it was, they were walking around the main part of the cabin. Was it someone from security investigating the scene? Or was it the murderer returning to remove any incriminating evidence?

      I was half tempted to sneak out of the tub again and see if I could get a peek at who it was. But that was the stupid half of my brain, and luckily the more sensible half won out. Instead, I just stood there, sniffing the scent of potpourri from the container on the bathroom counter and listening to the intruder as the rustled about.

      For what must’ve been a hundred years, I stood motionless and silent in the bathtub, while the intruder did whatever it was they were doing. They weren't noisy, but they definitely lifted things up and put them down, and moved things around.

      I wondered whether they were wearing gloves and rather hoped they weren’t, just in case I hadn't removed my own fingerprints as well as I thought I had. While I'd been wiping down the art history book, the door had started to open, so there was a chance I might have missed a print or two there.

      Finally, finally the intruder left. But I didn't. I stood stock still in the bathtub for another five minutes or so, listening intently in case I’d misjudged what I thought I had heard.

      Eventually, my fear and nervousness turned to boredom. That's when I knew it was time to leave. I scrambled out of the tub, put my shoes back on, checked myself in the mirror, and decided I'd had enough sneaking around for now.

      Peering around the doorframes to confirm I was actually alone in the suite before entering the bedroom, and the main living room, I made my way back to the main cabin door. A quick glance revealed to me that the intruder seemed to have been as careful as I’d been. Nothing seemed obviously out of place, and I didn’t want to risk any more time in the cabin.

      Before exiting, I put my eye up against the peephole to check whether there was anyone on the other side.

      No one.

      Quiet as a 5'8" mouse, I opened the door, slipped outside, and pulled it closed behind me as soundlessly as I could. Putting a genuine smile on my face—I was proud of my investigative journalism skills—I tugged at my uniform to make sure everything was shipshape, and made my way down the hallway as if I owned the place.
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        * * *

      

      Early that evening, I found Cece in the crew bar in the bowels of the ship. When no one was looking, I slipped her keycard back to her and sat down on the stool next to her.

      "Any luck?"

      "Yep," I said with a grin.

      Cece lowered her gaze at me, an expression of impressed surprise on her lips. "Yeah?"

      "You were right about him and the chefs. Well, Greg Washington. There was a letter in his cabin to the captain asking for Greg to be fired."

      "Wow. What a—"

      "—AND," I interrupted, not yet finished, "one of the reasons he gave is because he thought Greg was trying to poison him!"

      "Well, isn't that something?" she said with a whistle. "Of course, that doesn't necessarily help you."

      "Sure it does," I said with a frown.

      "But Murphy's head was bashed in with a lamp. Do you think that's what he meant? Lamp poisoning? Externally administered?"

      I snickered. "Well, maybe he was just wrong about that part. Or maybe Washington thought the poison would take too long and chose to do something a little more immediate."

      Cece drummed her fingers on the counter. "Maybe. I'm not sure Greg is really the murdering type though—at least, not ‘smashing someone's head in with a lamp’ murderous."

      "No?" I said, trying to hide my disappointment. I had kind of been hoping that he had a shady reputation.

      "You should meet him." She was serious.

      "But he might be violent!"

      "Maybe," she said with a nonchalant shrug. "But he'll be in the main staff mess hall after dinner service tonight. He always is. Even if he is violent, he's not going to whack you in front of everyone, is he?"

      Her logic was sound, but the casual way she was telling me he probably wouldn't murder me in front of a crowd was disconcerting.

      "Okay. I'll be here. Can you point him out to me?"

      She clapped me on the shoulder. "Yep. I'll be here too. Don't worry."

      Pleased but nervous, I left Cece alone and went back to my cabin to write a couple of mini-articles about shipboard life. I was going to do one about the most scenic spot for a cocktail, and another about 'hidden spots' you might not know about on the ship.

      But I knew that my mind would be straying the entire time. I'd have to edit the articles carefully to make sure I didn't add in a stray 'murder' here or 'lamp to the skull' or 'poison the food' there. Sometimes that happens—you're thinking about one thing and end up including it in your lighthearted fluff piece, much to the chagrin of all concerned.

      ‘#cocktails247 #cocktailhour #cocktailday #happyhour #IcouldMurderACocktail’ I began.
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      "Nervous?" said Cece as she jabbed me in the side with an elbow.

      "A little," I admitted.

      She led the way inside the main staff mess hall.

      I hadn't realized it before, but apparently a lot of the off-duty staff members would hang out in the mess hall after they'd finished dinner, whiling away the evening hours with cards and chatter. During my brief time aboard the ship, I'd just eaten and left, not realizing it was one of the top hangout spots.

      I considered taking a couple of pictures, but decided against it. Visually, the room was as dull as dishwater, and off-duty crew and staff aren't too glamorous either. In the words of Sylvia, anything I posted from here would lack pizzazz.

      But that’s exactly what made it feel homey.

      "That's him, over there," said Cece, pointing at a man sitting alone at a plastic table with a celebrity magazine in front of him.

      I stared until Cece gave me a gentle push in the back. And off I went. Even though he was sitting, I could tell Greg Washington was short, and his frame was also very slight. But he was flamboyantly dressed in bright green corduroy trousers and an orange shirt and I guessed his personality would be about a hundred times his physical size.

      "Hey," I said, sitting down. "Can I join you for a moment?"

      He cocked his head at me. "Sure thing, girlfriend. Have a seat. Sorry about the decor."

      Internally, I breathed a sigh of relief. I'm always nervous about going up to complete strangers to start a conversation. Especially when I have the full intention of asking them whether they killed someone—not that that happens often. Or ever. Until now.

      "My name's Adrienne," I said, extending a hand. "I'm new here. I'm a social media manager."

      "Hon, you're the social media manager," he said and to my great surprise he lifted my hand to his lips and gave it a gentle air-kiss.

      "I'm trying to get to know all kinds of crew members and what they do on the ship. Our passengers love to learn about them."

      This was probably true, though I hadn't actually confirmed the passenger side of the equation yet.

      "Isn't that just fabulous? Well, I'm the one and only Greg Washington, and I'm an artist."

      That shocked me for a second. Then I realized what kind of person I was speaking to: someone who loved to exaggerate and embellish. "What kind of artist?"

      "A..." he drummed his fingers on the table to build up the suspense, "... culinary artist," he said, sitting back and clapping his hands in amusement.

      "So you're a chef?"

      "That's the title they give me, yes, but it's so much more than that, you know? I'm a food visionary. I've won awards for my presentation skills. Real awards. Golden ones.”

      “Gold?”

      “Gold-painted.”

      "I'd love to see some of your creations sometime. I could post them on our social media feeds. Food photography is super trendy right now, so I bet you'd get loads of likes and nice comments."

      He nodded his head enthusiastically. "You should do that. My work is fabulous."

      "And so modest, too." I was feeling confident enough now to poke a little fun at him.

      He raised his eyebrows in shock. "But honey, I am being modest. If you knew what I really thought about myself…”

      "Stop." I held up my palm and tried not to giggle. "Does everyone appreciate your work though? Don't you get some difficult customers?"

      "Well, there was one..." he began, and then faltered as if deciding whether to continue or not.

      “Was?” I said, latching on. "Do you mean..." I lowered my voice to a whisper. "The passenger who died?"

      Greg leaned in toward me, his voice low. "You know about that? Yeah. No one will miss that drama queen, I can tell you."

      "I heard he could be difficult. He upset a friend of mine."

      Greg nodded in understanding. "He upset just about everyone who ever worked on a ship with him. Apart from that old mare Sylvia, anyway."

      "Oh?" I said, leaning in as if eager for the gossip.

      "No, no, I shouldn't say," he said, suddenly sitting back. But as soon as he did, he leaned forward again. "I won't say, I can't say. I won't. I can't. Oh my goodness, I'm going to." He was shaking his hands like he was having some kind of attack—a rather dramatic one. "She and Murphy had an affair! Can you believe it? You mustn't tell anyone! You mustn't say I told you! But everyone knows already."

      Covering my mouth to stop my giggling from turning into full-blown laughter, I agreed that I wouldn't tell anyone anything, even though they all knew already. And that I definitely didn't hear it from Greg.

      "He should have stayed off the ship after his last cruise," said Greg.

      "Oh? What happened last time?"

      He leaned in again. "Let's just say one of his last meals didn't agree with him!"

      "Did you put something in his food?" I asked a little too sharply and a little too quickly.

      He sat back and stared at me, as if rapidly reassessing me. His smile fell and his demeanor cooled so rapidly I felt like we'd been flung into a freezer.

      "Don't you have somewhere to be?"

      "No, I..." When I saw the look in his eyes, I realized what he was getting at. "Well, I should be doing... my... in my cabin... nice to meet you." I stood up and shuffled away.

      Cece was sitting alone, staring at her phone, so I went to join her for a minute.

      "Still think he clobbered old Murphy with the lamp?"

      "Maybe not. He doesn't seem like the type for brutal violence."

      "That, and Murphy would have snapped him like a twig."

      "Yeah. Unless he got him by surprise..."

      "Right. But there's no way Greg was going to be catching Murphy by surprise in the middle of his own cabin."

      She was right. "But he did mention something about putting something in Murphy's food before. At least, I think he did."

      "Yeah, maybe. He can be quite petty. If only Murphy had died of poisoning, this would all be a whole lot simpler. We could just frame Greg.”

      With a laugh and a shake of my head, I stood up. "Yeah, it would. I'm going to call it a night. I've got to post some stuff to keep Sylvia from breathing down my neck and I want to catch the sunrise tomorrow."

      "Man, I love sunrises," said Cece.

      "Yeah. Watching the sun come up over the horizon gives you a great start to the day."

      "Start? Oh no, honey. The sunrise is what happens at the end of an epic night out."

      Laughing, I left the mess hall and went to do some more work in my room. I had an idea about a “Best Place to…” article. On the way back, I pitched a few potential hashtags to myself.

      #BestPlaceToDate #BestPlaceforCoffee #BestPlaceToKiss #BestPlaceToKi—

      I scratched the last one before I’d even finished thinking it.

      Definitely not Sylvia-approved.
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      The next morning, having caught my sunrise and imprisoned it inside my cruise line-issued smartphone, I headed to the grand ballroom.

      On the final night of the cruise, it's a tradition that a grand masque ball is held. It's the biggest event of the cruise's social calendar, and one which takes a great deal of effort to prepare, which is why I was there.

      Not to help, you understand, but to document it.

      "Hello? New girl?"

      Assuming that it was me being addressed, I turned to see a dark-haired man in his mid-twenties staring at me expectantly.

      "Hi! I'm Adrienne James, and—"

      "You're here to do the lighting, yeah? Can you check that spotlight? It doesn't seem to be working." He was jabbing a finger way up toward the roof. Unlike most of the ship, the grand ballroom had large, vaulted ceilings that soared more than thirty feet above my head. You couldn't have made me climb up there with a gun to my head.

      "Sorry, no. You’ve got the wrong person. I'm not here for lighting." I wanted to explain my actual role, but he didn't give me a chance.

      "Well, can you fold napkins into swans?"

      "Swans? No, I can do bishops hats though."

      "Miters. They're called miters. And we don't do miters, we do swans. If you want to fold napkins into miters, I suggest you get a job with Miter Cruises, not Swan cruises."

      "Wait, there's a Miter Cruises? I—"

      "It was a joke. Keep up, new girl. Doesn't matter anyway. There’re instructions printed on the box. I assume you can read. Now—"

      "Stop, stop, stop."

      He took off the square-framed glasses from atop his nose and gave me an expectant look.

      "I don't work here. I'm just passing through. I'm the social media manager."

      "Social media manager? Do we have one of those?"

      "You do now. Think of me like a journalist. I dropped by to see how the preparations are going, and if there's anything interesting I was going to take some pictures and stuff. You know, get the passengers excited." I stuck out a hand. "Adrienne James, by the way."

      "Nate Cowell. Events manager."

      "I suppose you work with Sylvia, right?" I asked him with a smile.

      He snorted and shook his head. "Work with her? Does she ever work?"

      "Umm, yes?"

      He waved his hand with a dismissive motion. "I'd sure like to see it. She keeps missing everything."

      "Does she? I heard she missed the karaoke.”

      He gave me a look. "Karaoke? We do not do karaoke."

      "Uh—I mean, Ocean Idol."

      He nodded with deep satisfaction. "Ahhh, yes. Ocean Idol. My baby. Yep. She was supposed to be the MC, but do you know where she was?"

      I knew exactly where she was but I didn't think it was what he was really asking, so I just waited for him to continue.

      "I'll tell you where she was: MIA. Not here. Gone. Do you know what happened?"

      I shook my head.

      "Me. I happened. I had to step in and save the day. I had to pull double-duty as MC and manager for the entire event. Still, there's one good thing—when you're on the stage and you shout CLOSE THE DARNED BACK DOOR into your lapel mic so it’s blasted across the whole auditorium, it sure gets done in a hurry."

      I gave him a sympathetic smile. "I'm sure you were an excellent host."

      "Of course I was," he said with a nod. "But that's not the point. She should have been there. Speaking of which, she's supposed to be here. And do you know where she is?"

      "Umm no?"

      "Exactly! Not here. Again."

      "Wow. Sounds like she missed a lot.” I tried to look sympathetic. “What about that first night, when we were still docked? She didn't miss anything then, did she?"

      "Are you kidding me?" He was getting worked up now. "She did that stupid staff meeting, which she could have delegated, but then she disappeared! She was supposed to be with me, giving the early-boarding VIP guests the secret tour—that's when we show them the bridge, the engine room, and all of that, before cocktails with the captain. She was meant to lead it. But do you know where she was?"

      I hazarded a guess. “Not there?"

      "Exactly! They should pay me double since I’m doing her job on top of mine."

      I nodded in agreement. "Yep. It sounds like they really should. Hey, maybe if you ask Sylvia, she'll transfer her pay over."

      "HA!" he barked incredulously. "Chance would be a fine thing!"

      "I guess you're very busy without her. I should probably let you get back to it."

      "Yes, I suppose you should. Are you sure you don't want to fold the napkins?"

      Grinning and shaking my head, I was about to bid him farewell when someone interrupted me.

      "I'm afraid I'm going to have to steal her away from you, Nate."

      It was First Officer Ethan Lee, looking very dapper in his white uniform.

      "Yes, sir," said Nate with a smart nod.

      "Would you mind coming with me, Adrienne?"

      Half curious and half nervous, I followed him out of the grand ballroom and up to his office.

      What did he want with me?
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      We sat down opposite each other on the two leather sofas again, each of them creaking as we settled.

      "I expect you know what this is about."

      "No, I don't." I mean, I could have guessed, but that's all it would have been.

      "Adrienne. Do you remember what I said last time you were in here?"

      I stared at him, annoyed.

      Annoyed at his stupidly sincere brown eyes and his ridiculously strong jawline. I was also annoyed at the way his uniform had been pressed so neatly, so well-tailored that it clung to his muscular frame like a second skin.

      "Yeah, you said you were locking up my friend."

      "And?"

      I shrugged.

      He took a deep breath in and then let a long sigh out, his chest visibly expanding in the process. I kind of hoped one of the buttons of his shirt would pop off, but it didn't.

      "I asked you, very nicely, to leave the investigating to us."

      "Did you?" I said, furrowing my brow as if I was trying to remember.

      "You know I did. But I've heard that you've been going around asking a lot of questions. And rumors are starting to spread. Some of the passengers are talking about the death now, even though we're trying to keep it as quiet as possible. You're a new, junior employee, Adrienne. It's not your job to go poking around in things you neither understand nor are equipped to deal with."

      I shook my head. "Well, I wouldn't have to if you did your job properly. The only reason I've been investigating is because you've wrongfully imprisoned my friend who had nothing to do with it."

      I was glaring at him while I spoke and I could feel my cheeks flushing red. I wasn’t used to getting angry, but he was doing a fine job of getting me worked up.

      He steepled his fingers under his chin. "Adrienne. It looks bad. Your friend is our prime suspect and you're going around, poking your nose in. It's exactly the behavior we would expect from someone trying to cover for their friend."

      Outraged, I stood up. "I'm not trying to cover for her. I'm trying to find out what happened. You have to believe me—she had nothing to do with it!"

      He slowly rose to his feet too, not in anger, but to keep the two of us on a level playing field. "Adrienne. Your friend has been away at sea for five years—people change. Maybe the girl you knew when you were young isn't the same one she is now."

      I shook my head adamantly while internally cursing Sam for her stupid lie again. "No. I can categorically tell you she hasn't changed. We haven't been out of contact for more than a day in our entire lives. Trust me, I know her, and she is not a killer."

      He slowly walked across the room to his desk, and then sat down in the chair behind it.

      "So," he said.

      So? What the heck did that mean? I stared at him as my reply. If I wasn't mistaken, there was almost a twinkle in his stupid brown eyes.

      "So," he said again, continuing this time since he hadn't gotten any response with his previous attempt, "what have you found out?"

      I put my hands on his desk and leaned across it. "What?!"

      "What have you found out in your inquiries? Did you find anything that points toward anyone who isn't Sam?"

      "Maybe I did. But if I did, I'm not telling you. Not unless you tell me what you know."

      He stared down and tapped his fingertips on the desktop. Finally he looked up. "Okay," he said with a flash of white teeth.

      "Okay?" I was confused.

      "Okay. I have an idea. We'll work together."

      "Work... together?" A few minutes ago, I hadn't been sure that I would leave the office with my job intact. Now he was proposing an alliance. It all made my head spin.

      "Right. The thing is, wearing this," he used both hands to point at his uniform, "it's hard to make subtle inquiries.”

      "Well, you could take it off," I said, rolling my eyes. Then I realized exactly just what I'd said. So did he.

      " I think strolling around in my underwear would make me even more conspicuous, don't you?"

      Trying to will the blood out of my flushing cheeks, I played it cool, and tried to get my brain to stop actually imagining him strolling around the ship without his clothes. "I meant in civilian clothes."

      He chuckled. "Right. But the point still stands. Everyone already knows who I am, even the passengers, so I can't exactly conduct a subtle investigation. Everything I do is way out in the open. You, on the other hand: it's basically your job to walk all over the ship asking questions, isn't it?"

      Here he was, finally catching on to my scheme. "You might be half as smart as you look," I said, attempting a backhanded compliment.

      "Gee, thanks. So, how about it? You carry on investigating, but we work together. You share everything you find out with me. And if you clear your friend's name, then great for you. If you don't, well, just remember—you can never truly know anyone except yourself."

      I nodded, though I was pretty certain I knew Sam better than I knew myself. I mean, who really knows themselves? Not me, that was for certain. Sometimes I even stumble when someone asks me my name.

      "So shall we begin?"

      I nodded. "All right. Let's share our information and see where that leaves us."

      He was already standing up and walking around his desk back to the two sofas.

      He was obviously more comfortable in the less confrontational space, and so was I. If it weren’t for his fancy uniform, I could almost have forgotten he was about a hundred levels senior to me in the ship's hierarchy. Then again, if he didn't have his uniform, I'd be entirely too distracted...

      We spent the next hour going over all that we knew.

      While I wasn’t sure we were making headway, I learned a lot more about the ship, the crew, the passengers and how the whole big machine actually operated. After some time, we began to talk about the exact manner of Patrick Murphy’s dispatch.

      “Contrary to the rumors, we're working under the assumption that he was not poisoned, but he was in fact killed by the large brass lamp that we found near the body."

      I nodded. "Yep, that's what I figured. I think I know how that rumor might have started though..."

      I told him about the stories I'd heard, and then what I'd learned from the horse's mouth—well, Greg Washington's. Then I told him about Sylvia's mysterious absences, and her run-in with Mrs. Murphy herself.

      Upon hearing Mrs. Murphy’s name, he seemed to perk up. He leaned in closer toward me.

      "Do you want to know something awful?"

      “Yes. Yes, I do want to hear something awful,” I said with a barely-concealed grin.

      "Do you know when I first arrived at the scene, after you had called security?"

      "Yeah..." It was ingrained in my memory forever.

      "Guess where Mrs. Murphy was."

      My mouth dropped open. "She wasn’t.”

      Our eyes met and he was smiling as he told me something pretty horrific. "Yep. She was in the bedroom that whole time, passed out drunk."

      "No way. Then why isn't she the prime suspect? She was there! Lock her up, not Sam."

      He shook his head. "No. She wasn't there when it happened. She was in the Dive Bar until Very Late o’clock that night."

      "Yeah, she mentioned that to me. Maybe she's lying."

      He shook his head. "No, we have CCTV footage of her outside the bar around midnight, stumbling around like a college freshman at her first kegger. Turns out, she went back to her room and collapsed straight into bed without even turning on the lights or noticing what was on the floor of the cabin's living room."

      I shook my head in surprise, though not disbelief. "Wow. I can believe it... but, I can't believe it!"

      He chuckled. "I know. Some people..."

      United in our shared disdain for the two Murphys, we spent a happy hour discussing all the details of the murder and our potential suspects. If it hadn't been for the fact he had my best friend locked up, I suspected I could’ve grown to like the man.

      "So, what's next?" he asked. From the way he said it, I knew he had plenty of ideas of his own, but he wanted to hear mine.

      "I think I'd like to hear a little more about what Mrs. Murphy has to say about it all,” I said with a frown.

      "Good thinking. From what I know, she really wasn't too happy with her husband."

      "I don't think anyone could be happy being in the same room as that man," I said. "At least, from everything I've heard."

      "It doesn’t sound like you’re too far off the mark. I'll go and talk to her and let you know what I hear." He leaned back on the sofa, hands behind his head, pleased with himself.

      "Nuh-uh," I said with a single shake of my head. "I'm coming with you."

      He frowned. "Do you think that's wise?"

      " Super wise. I want to hear what she has to say. I know you said she was in the bar at the time, but still, I don't think we should write off her involvement just yet. Maybe she had an accomplice. You need me there. I'll be able to tell if she's lying."

      "Really?" he asked dubiously.

      I grinned at him.

      "Trust me, I'm a journalist."
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      We found Mrs. Murphy at Happy's Bar (It's always Happy Hour at Happy's!).

      It was on one of the higher decks and had both inside and outside seating areas. Mrs. Murphy was sitting outside, an unopened book on her table, while she stared out to sea. She was wearing an expensive-looking sundress, and had oversized sunglasses that obscured about half her face.

      Before we approached her, I nudged Ethan on the arm. I didn’t mean to, but my fingers brushed just a touch too long over the hard muscles under his shirt.

      "What is it?”

      "How did you know she was here?"

      He grinned at me. "When passengers order anything, or participate in any event, they flash their keycard so it's registered. We can pull up their records at any time to see just exactly what they did at any particular time."

      "Oh. Wow. It's like you're spying on everyone."

      "It is a bit. But it's a massive boon to shipboard safety."

      Just as we were about to start off again, I grabbed his arm again. "Hey."

      He gave me a quizzical look.

      "You didn't go near a computer to check. You led us right here."

      He grinned. "Well, there's one other way—people like to follow routines. Especially our regulars. And it's part of the job to notice these things, especially the VIP customers. If you know what they like to do and when they like to do it, you can anticipate their needs before they even think of them. It's part of good customer service."

      "Huh."

      "And Mrs. Murphy there, well, her routine involves a pre-lunch cocktail every day."

      "Always here?"

      He nodded. "Always here. Ever since last year, anyway.”

      “What happened last year?”

      “I don’t know what happened to her, but she didn’t used to be a big drinker. But a year ago, she started hitting the bars pretty hard. Now you could set a watch by her drinking habits.”

      “Huh. Interesting. I bet the death of her husband will make it even worse, too. Let’s see what she has to say.”

      When we arrived at her table, Mrs. Murphy agreed to let us join her, though she lowered her sunglasses and gave me a very long and very hard stare before she did so. Thankfully, she didn’t say anything about our earlier encounter.

      Ethan pulled out a seat for me first, before sitting down beside me so that we were across from her.

      "Mrs. Murphy, just checking in here. I was wondering, do you remember anything else that may be important about your husband's final days?"

      She turned her head away from the horizon where she had returned to staring. "No. Nothing special. He was the same old Patrick, you know?"

      We both nodded sympathetically. "It must be hard," I said.

      She stared at me for a moment before responding. "You wouldn't understand. No one could. Not unless it happened to them."

      Her voice was so quiet, and with so little life behind it, I ran my eyes over her again to make sure it was indeed the same woman who had nearly been struck by Sylvia. It was like someone had sapped the life right out of her.

      "No, I can't even imagine." I said with as much tenderness as I could muster. "Mrs. Murphy, was there anyone with whom your husband had a falling out with recently?"

      "A falling out…? Oh, definitely not," she said, shaking her head. "He's what you call a people person, you know? Always the life of the party. Chatting and bragging and boasting with the men, flirting with the girls. All harmless fun, of course, but he was just so full of life. But now..."

      He was full of something, all right is what I didn't say. One thing was for certain: Patrick Murphy's character seemed to have improved tenfold since his untimely demise. And his wife, strangely, actually seemed to miss him, hard to believe as that was. It was as if the shock of his death hadn’t yet hit her at the time of our previous encounter, but now it had fallen on her like a ton of bricks.

      "No one at all?" asked Ethan.

      She began to shake her head, and then paused as if remembering something. "Oh, perhaps that one chef. He and Patrick had a bit of a quarrel. But I'm sure there was nothing to it. Sometimes he gets in these moods..." her voice faltered as she realized she was talking about him in the present tense, as if he was still alive. She licked her lips and tried again. "He... he used to get in these moods, but he was like a volcano—he'd have an eruption but then it would all be over."

      I wanted to point out to her that volcanic eruptions actually tend to last several weeks, if not much, much longer, but it didn't seem like the right time to educate her on geology.

      "The chef was Greg Washington?"

      She nodded. "I think so. That sounds right, anyway."

      "And can you think of anyone else?"

      "No. No one. Everyone liked him, didn't they?"

      "He sure was a character," said Ethan, which was just about as charitable as he could be without crossing the line into flagrant dishonesty. It seemed to suffice for Mrs. Murphy. "We'll leave you alone now, ma’am. I'll let you know as soon as we have more information to share with you."

      "Thank you," she said, clasping her hand on top of his and rubbing her thumb across the ridges of his fingers.

      We bade her our farewells and left.

      “That was a bust," I said as soon as we had rounded a corner.

      "Perhaps. Interesting, though. She suddenly seems a lot keener on her husband than she did when he was alive."

      "Absence makes the heart grow fonder?" I suggested.

      He laughed. "Indeed. Speaking of which, I've been absent a little too long from my own duties. I'm sure you have lots to be getting on with as well."

      "Sure do."

      "Stay in touch. I want you to keep me fully informed of what you find out, okay?"

      "Okay."

      He held out his hand, and we exchanged a handshake that now seemed excessively formal.

      But it sealed the deal, and thus, we went our separate ways.
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      It's all hands on deck as preparations for the Grand Masque Ball begin... I began to write.

      Then I stopped and deleted it with a mutter.

      The crew is working hard to get everything ship-shape for the Grand Masque Ball... I tried again.

      My hands fell to my lap as I stopped, giving up for the moment at least. Do people on cruise ships like ocean-based puns, or are they all seasick of them? I couldn't make up my mind.

      I sat there for twenty minutes, unable to write a thing, while I argued in my head about the suitability of nautical and oceanic puns for cruise passengers.

      When I finally did stop my mental wrangling, it wasn't because I came to a decision; it was because I received a visitor. There was a loud thump at my steel door as someone kicked it.

      "Yo! Let me in!"

      "It's open!" I yelled back to Cece.

      She was in the door right away.

      "What're you doing?"

      I pushed my chair back and away from the desk, which was affixed to the wall of the cabin so that she could see my computer and its screen full of text. Actually, that was an exaggeration. The screen had a single solitary line of text and an aching field of white across the rest of the screen.

      "Still working, huh?"

      "Yeah." I pursed my lips and blew out a long sigh.

      “Try not to go overboard with the puns.”

      "Ha ha.” I blew out a long breath of air. “Sometimes, I don’t know if this job is right for me. I never know when I'm done. Sylvia says she wants stuff posted every hour of the day, and then I'm supposed to be doing these little fluff articles as well. I just don't know when to stop for the day.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. "At least I don't have that problem. When my rooms are clean, I'm done."

      "You think I should just quit?" I asked her.

      "Say what now?"

      I shrugged. "My friend is locked up and they still haven't let her go. Sylvia sucks. I just..." I didn't know what to say. It was difficult not to feel down about everything after the uninspiring and rather sad interview with Mrs. Murphy.

      "You can't leave me now! No way! They'll clear Sam eventually and then we'll be like the three musketeers."

      "Do we get swords?" I forced a jokingly hopeful tone into my voice, for Cece’s benefit if not my own.

      "Sure. But only those little plastic ones they sometimes put in cocktails instead of a cocktail stick."

      I laughed. "Neat."

      "So, I heard you and Hot Stuff were sneaking around earlier."

      I was about to say how ludicrous that was until I realized who she meant. "You mean the first officer? That’s what you call him?"

      She shrugged. "Tell me I'm wrong."

      "He's..."

      "Hot?"

      I shook my head. "Annoying! It's his fault Samantha's locked up."

      "You were smiling when you said 'annoying.' Spill it."

      "Was not!"

      She just raised her eyebrows at me and smirked.

      I was not going to rise to the bait. "I don't know what you heard, but we're kind of working together."

      "Ooh. An office romance."

      "One, I don't work in an office, and t—"

      Cece held up her hand for me to stop and then talked over me anyway.

      "Wait, I've got it. Not an office romance, an officer romance!"

      I gave her a playful kick and shook my head. She couldn't be more wrong if she tried. There was nothing between me and the stupid first officer who wanted to work one-on-one with me to... I shook my head to try and derail that train of thought straight out of my head.

      "Now you're blushing."

      "No, it's just hot in here now…"

      "Thanks," said Cece, running her hands over her torso.

      "I didn't mean—just let me tell you, okay?"

      Cece dropped down onto the lower bunk and leaned back against the wall, an expectant expression on her face.

      "He said that because of my role on the ship, I can basically go around wherever I want, asking everyone questions. So he's asked me to help him investigate. Since that gives me the chance to clear Sam, I of course jumped at it."

      "You jumped on him?" asked Cece in mock confusion.

      "No! I jumped at the chance to try and clear Sam."

      "Right, right," she said in a tone that indicated she thought something entirely different had happened.

      "Anyway, that's what happened. But we didn't get far today and I don't know what to do next. I figure the real police won't find anything on Sam when we get back to port so they'll have to just let her go, but she'll be out of a job. So I'll go too."

      "No way. You and Hot Stuff better work hard and find out who the real killer was."

      "Yeah. That’s the best-case scenario. Clear her name and get recognition for my amazing investigative journalism skills." I threw my hands up in the air like I was reaching for the stars themselves.

      "You know, he obviously likes you."

      I was going to play dumb and ask who but I thought Cece wouldn't have any time for those kinds of games.

      "No, I don't think so. And anyway, I’m not interested."

      "Yeah, right."

      "Really! I mean, it was nice of him to include me in his investigation, but he locked up my friend! And anyway, I've got to figure out my own life before I consider including anyone else in it. I just moved, like, a thousand miles away from home, and now suddenly I'm living on a boat and my job is Twitter and Insta and writing articles so fluffy they could pass for sheep.

      “I don't know if I like it or hate it or what. My life's a mess and my best friend's locked up for a murder she didn't commit. No way I’d add a man to that mix."

      "All right. I got it." Her words said she understood what I meant, but the way she rolled her eyes told a different story.

      "Adrienne, darling!" came a nasal voice echoing from the hallway outside.

      Cece slithered off the bed and went to stand in the corner closest to the door. She wouldn't be spotted by anyone peering in from outside the room. I guess she didn’t want to see Sylvia again after our meeting in Murphy’s cabin—and the way she’d spoken to her.

      "Yes?" I called as I got up from my chair and went to the door.

      I opened it to reveal the concerned face of my superior.

      "Wonderful pizzazz today!"

      "Thank you…" I said awkwardly. She surely wasn't there just to tell me that.

      "There was a phone call. Someone called the ship's main switchboard. It was the mother of your former friend." Sylvia nodded her head toward the bunk beds.

      "She's not a former friend," I corrected.

      Sylvia shook it off. "Anyway, somehow, some way, they heard about the unfortunate passing of one of our passengers all the way over in Idaho."

      "Nebraska."

      She gave me a quizzical look as if wondering whether there was a difference. "Anyway, just to let you know, talking about the death of the passenger is strictly forbidden for any member of staff or crew. It is a dismissible offense. So if anyone calls you and asks about that, well, tell them you know nothing."

      "Oh, I should lie?" I asked innocently. I heard Cece let out a muffled snicker and then the slap of her palm covering her mouth. Sylvia tilted her head as if to locate a sound, but then shook it off and ignored it.

      "Not lie, but you need to not tell anyone, do you see? We have a PR department that handles this kind of thing on land, and ship-based staff members are forbidden from contacting the media. It's in the rulebook. But I thought you might need a refresher, especially since they were inquiring about you too."

      "What did you tell them?" I asked suspiciously.

      "Well, I told them that Sam's phone had broken and that she's overwhelmed with her work, but she'll be calling them as soon as we return to port. I promised them I'd make her call!"

      "Wow." I was kind of flabbergasted at Sylvia’s casual disregard for the truth when talking to Sam’s parents.

      "So no telling anyone about dead passengers, darling. Do you see?"

      I nodded. "Twenty-twenty, Sylvia."

      "What?"

      "I mean, I understand. No blabbing about the murder. How are you going to stop the passengers from talking though?"

      "Oh, that's not my concern, darling. We can't stop the passengers, but we can stop the employees! Do you see?"

      "Got it. Anything else?"

      I was already closing the door.

      "No, goodnight!" The last syllable of her words was muffled by the steel door as I got it fully shut.

      "No blogging about dead bodies, darling. Do you see?" Cece was slapping her thighs as she said it, highly amused by her impression of Sylvia.

      It wasn't a very good impression, but it was good enough to lighten my mood.

      "No, Sylvia, I don't see, because your verbal tic annoyed me so much I gouged out my eyes just so you couldn't say it anymore!"

      Cece giggled. "Oh, darling, but my words are only metaphorical, do you see? So you pulled out your eyes for nothing, do you see? Even though you can't see, you do see what I mean. Do you see?"

      Collapsing into giggles, I fell onto my bed.

      Shipboard life wasn't so bad.

      Apart from the pesky matter of the murder.

      It was imperative that I clear Sam's name. This life could actually be fun, if things ever settled down.
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      The next morning, while the ship was pulling into Mahogany Bay for the next stop of our cruise, I decided to make use of one of the perks of my job.

      Eschewing the staff mess, I made my way to the International Buffet for breakfast.

      I flashed my ID to the hostess, a young blonde-haired girl with a perky smile.

      “Hi. I’m here to take some shots of the buffet for a feature I’m going to do. It’s going to be called ‘How to Pile a Buffet Plate to Cut Down on Repeat Journeys to the Buffet Bar.’”

      “Wow, catchy title,” she said, tone thick with sarcasm.

      “It’s a work in progress,” I said sadly.

      “Just kidding. In you go. Hey, wanna take a picture of me too? I’m trying to get big on Insta.”

      “Sure. How many followers are you up to?”

      “Eleven.” She shifted uncomfortably.  “It’s new,” she explained.

      I gave her a charitable smile. “We all have to start somewhere.” I held up my phone to get a picture of her at her work station. I was sure I’d be able to find a use for it somewhere. “Smile!”

      She didn’t smile; she put on a depressed face instead, which I guess was supposed to make her look interesting or edgy or moody or something. Instead, it made her look tired. I’d need some serious filters and some clever captioning to use it. No wonder she didn’t have many followers.

      “Check the ship’s account later and then you can repost it on your feed.”

      She beamed at me, and before she knew it, I had snapped another picture a hundred times better. That would be the one I would use. Pleased with myself, I made my way inside.

      The International Buffet was massive, with just about every kind of breakfast you could imagine, as well as a bunch more foods which definitely didn’t make the breakfast menus back in Nebraska—miso soup, fried seaweed, french fries, muesli, and three different kinds of rice to name just a few.

      I grabbed a plate from the buffet and began to pile it up. I used pancakes and waffles to ‘extend’ the base of the plate and give me more room to work with. I loaded it up with bacon, eggs, tomatoes, mushrooms, hash browns, an omelet, sausages, and some bacon until I had a mountain that was dangerously high and totally Insta-swoon-worthy.

      I took a seat that gave me an unobstructed view of the buffet, and then set up my shot: a mountainous pile of breakfast foods in the foreground, and the extensive buffet behind.

      I took a few pictures until I got the focus just right, tried out a couple of different filters, and settled on one that made the food look even better in the picture than it did in front of me.

      Then I threw it all away.

      Yeah, right.

      I started to work on demolishing the massive amount of food I’d piled up. The thing about us country girls that is we know how to eat. And so eat I did. Eat, and eat until I’d just about cleared the entire plate.

      “And that’s how it’s done,” I said to myself with satisfaction, leaning back in my chair.

      A woman walking by gave me a strange look, so I just smiled back at her. She quickly hurried away.

      “There’s nothing wrong with talking to yourself,” I muttered under my breath.

      I posted the breakfast-mountain photo to our three biggest social media feeds with a teaser for an upcoming article about how to make the most of a buffet which I would write that afternoon. And I would not be using the work-in-progress title I’d pitched to the hostess.

      Now it was really time to get to work.

      I walked, rather slowly and with no small amount of regret after my oversized breakfast, to the starboard-side aft fourth-floor passenger cabin section, also known as Cece’s section. I stopped to pop out onto the deck along the way to get some deep lungfuls of fresh air; I needed it after such a rich meal.

      When I got to Cece’s section, I approached a middle-aged Latina wearing the same cleaning apron I’d seen Cece wear before. She didn’t speak English, and my high school Spanish stopped at knowing how to ask where the library is, but she certainly understood ‘Cece Blake’ and pointed me in the right direction with a toothy smile.

      Following her directions, I walked down a hallway of internal cabins, the kind that didn’t have any windows to the ocean. Although they were cheaper than the fancier ones, they were still far superior to our prison chic staff quarters.

      I found Cece at the end of a hallway, inside the final cabin in the row. I heard her before I saw her.

      “UN-believable. Who the—”

      “Cece?” I called.

      “Adrienne? In here. Check this out, yo.”

      Curious, phone at the ready for anything interesting to snap, I entered the room. It was one of the smaller cabins, consisting of a double bed, a couple of nightstands, a small desk and vanity, and an en suite where I could hear Cece and a worrying slurping sound.

      “What is it?” I called as I approached the bathroom. If I wasn’t mistaken, Cece seemed to be using rather too much of a pineapple-scented cleaner, and after my extravagant breakfast, it was making me feel a little queasy.

      She emerged, pink rubber gloves almost up to her elbows, holding something yellow and wobbly in both hands.

      “Check it.”

      I had no idea what she was holding. Not a clue. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

      Cece jerked her head toward the bathroom, urging me to follow her in.

      “Huh. Wow.”

      “You see what I have to deal with?” she said, shaking her head.

      Cece was standing in front of the bathtub, which was full of what appeared to be pineapple jello. Actually, I exaggerate—it was only half full of the bright yellow jello. The plug had been removed from the plughole, and was sitting on the side of the bath. The jello was stubbornly not pouring down the drain, instead sitting in a quivering, flopping mess.

      “Is that… a bathtub full of yellow jello?”

      “Yes. That is a bathtub full of yellow jello.” Cece had a serious but unsurprised look on her face.

      “But... why?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Why do people do anything? To make me mad, I guess.”

      I laughed. “I suspect they had another motive apart from that.”

      “Yeah. Maybe. Now how am I going to deal with this? Any ideas?”

      I shrugged. “I guess, grab a bucket, and start bailing it out?”

      “Yeah. That’s what I was thinking. I was kind of hoping you’d use your college education to tell me some magic, sciencey way to get rid of it.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I majored in journalism, not jello removal.”

      She shook her head in resigned disappointment. “Shame.”

      “Let’s try turning on the showerhead too. Maybe some hot water will help get it down the drain.”

      “Yeah, I was thinking that. But I was also thinking a ton of jello down the drain might be bad for the ship’s plumbing.”

      “Oh. I didn’t think of that. Hmm.”

      We both stared at the bathtub, the contents of which was wobbling as if it was nervous. And it should have been. We were about to rock that jello’s world.

      “Bailing it out it is. And then we’ll use the showerhead to wash away whatever’s left.”

      Cece popped out of the room to fetch a couple of smaller buckets from a nearby cleaning supply closet and when she returned, she was also holding another pair of pink rubber gloves.

      “Sweet!” I said, as I took them out of her hands and slipped them on. “How do I look?”

      “Sensational. We should get Hot Stuff down here to see. Shall I call him?”

      “No!” I shouted way too loudly.

      Cece covered her ears with her hands in mock pain.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Let’s get bailing.”

      We got to work, her at the faucet end and me at the other, a giant black plastic garbage bag between us.

      “Hold on, let me double bag this. It’s gonna be heavy.”

      With our extra-strength garbage receptacle ready, we began to fill up our buckets with jello and empty them into the bag.

      It actually didn’t take as long as I thought it would, and after fifteen minutes, we’d resorted to scooping up handfuls of the jello to dump into our buckets before putting them in the garbage bag.

      “All right, now let’s spray the rest down the drain.”

      Cece turned on the hot water, spraying the inside of the tub to force the remaining yellow jello toward the plughole.

      Not bothering to stand up, I crawled to the drain end and began mashing the remaining clumps of jello down the holes into the drain.

      Finally, we were done.

      “C’mon, let’s drag this mother down the hall. There’s a garbage chute we can heave it down.”

      After we had disposed of the giant bag full of jello, we returned to the cabin, taking a moment to sit down on the edge of the bed.

      “Thanks. Appreciate it.” Cece clapped me on the leg and gave my knee a squeeze.

      “Does this happen often?”

      Cece shook her head. “No, some of the guests can be a little inconsiderate, but this was a first.”

      “Lucky me, then.”

      “Yeah. So what are you up to?”

      “There’s a medical bay, right?”

      Cece looked startled for a moment and then recovered. “I guess so.”

      She guessed so? She’d been on these cruise-liners for years, and she only guessed that there’s a medical bay?

      “You’re not sure?” I said with a frown.

      “Oh, no. Yeah, there’s a medical bay. With a doctor. Are you ill?” she said with sudden concern.

      “No, nothing like that. I was thinking I might talk to the doctor. While I’m sure he didn’t do a full autopsy, he might have something to say about the body.”

      “Right. Got it.”

      “Do you know the doctor?”

      She shook her head rapidly. “Oh, no. I don’t know Dr. Wilson at all.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her and gave her a ‘come on and spill it’ look.

      “Okay, okay, I know him. I’ll introduce you, I guess. His name’s Ryan Wilson.”

      Her cheeks had a rosy tinge to them I hadn’t seen before. The girl who wasn’t embarrassed by anything was embarrassed by something—and she was terrible at hiding it.

      “What does he look like?” I asked as innocently as I dared.

      “It’s not like that!”

      “Not like what? I didn’t say anything.”

      “I… Right. Yeah. He looks like... you know. White coat. Stethoscope around the neck.”

      “And how’s his bedside manner?”

      She punched my knee. “I wouldn’t know.”

      Trying to stop from laughing too much, I stood up. “Can you introduce us now?”

      “What, now now?”

      “Yep, come on. I did just get down on my hands and knees to help you empty a bathtub and throw a ton of jello down the garbage chute.”

      Looking like she regretted ever accepting my assistance, crimson-cheeked Cece stood up and began to lead the way to the ship’s main medical facility.
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      Dr. Ryan Wilson was one of those doctors who looked way too young and way too handsome to be a real doctor. He looked like a television doctor.

      He was crouched down next to a young girl, a kindly smile on his face as he spoke to her, looking directly into her eyes as he did so.

      “Just because you’ve got diabetes doesn’t mean you can’t eat delicious stuff. There’s loads of great foods. And I’m telling you, that ice-cream sundae is nowhere near as good as it looks. That’s a dish better enjoyed with the eyes than the mouth.”

      I nudged Cece. “We can enjoy him with our eyes.”

      She jabbed me in the side. Hard. I decided not to go on and comment on mouths.

      “Is it really not that good?” said the little girl.

      “Really. I’ll tell you what. I’ve got a friend who’s a chef. I bet if I spoke to him really nicely, and I told him I’d met the most special little girl on the ship, and I asked him to make you a special frozen dessert, just for you... well, I think he might do it.”

      The girl’s eyes were wide. “Really? Do you think so? A special one just for me?”

      He nodded with sincerity.

      “And no one else would be allowed to have it? Only me?”

      He nodded again. “Only you, honey.”

      The little girl looked up at her mother. “Did you hear? A special dessert just for me?”

      The mother was beaming at the doctor in gratitude. “Thank you so much, doctor.”

      “It’s a pleasure. I’ve got your cabin number here on your form, so I’ll speak to my chef friend, and either call your cabin or send a message to it later.” He turned back to the little girl. “How does that sound?”

      “Yay!”

      The grateful mother and her delighted daughter left the sickbay. It looked like we were next.

      The waiting room was brightly lit with a number of comfy chairs. A door led further inwards, presumably to the doctor’s main examination room and whatever facilities they had beyond. I guessed Patrick Murphy was somewhere back there too.

      The doctor stood up, still wearing the same sincere smile he’d used to sway the little girl. Except now, it looked even a touch brighter.

      “Cece! How great to see you!”

      “Yeah. Hey. How’s it going?” Her voice was the closest to a monotone I’d ever heard from her.

      “Hi. Ryan Wilson,” he said to me, sticking out his hand, and then immediately yanking it back.

      Amused, I watched as he pulled off the clear plastic glove he’d been wearing and tossed it into a garbage can.

      “Let’s try that again.” He stuck out his now bare hand again. “Ryan Wilson.”

      I shook his hand. “Adrienne James.”

      He turned to Cece and took on a more serious demeanor. “Is everything okay, Cece? Are you feeling all right?”

      “Of course. I never get sick.”

      His smiled widely. “Good! Great! Glad to hear it. That’s the problem with getting guests in the sick bay—while it’s nice to have company, it usually means there’s something wrong with them. I am glad you’re well, though.”

      Cece smiled back at him. I had been waiting for a sarcastic jab or a witty remark, but nope. Just a kind-hearted smile. She was definitely into him.

      “Actually, she’s here because of me,” I said.

      He put his concerned face back on.

      “Don’t worry—I’m not sick. I’m here about Patrick Murphy.”

      He looked at me and read my name badge. “You’re the social media manager?”

      “Yeah,” I said, and then he cut me off.

      “Right. I saw your buffet picture this morning. Very impressive work. But I’m afraid I can’t talk to you about Patrick Murphy. Not only would it breach doctor-patient confidentiality, but staff and crew have been banned from talking about his untimely demise, I’m afraid.”

      “Right, I understand,” I said nodding, “but don’t worry, I’m not here with my social media hat on. I’m actually looking into his death.”

      “She’s investigating,” said Cece with a helpful interjection. “She’s got her Sherlock Holmes hat on instead. She’s got to find out what happened to him.”

      “That’s right. At the moment, they’ve locked up our friend, Sam, saying she’s the only suspect. But they’re wrong. Sam shouldn’t even be a suspect. She had nothing to do with his death. She just happened to be with him just before he was killed.”

      “Right...” said Ryan, who was clearly deep in thought about what we were saying.

      “And she was working with Hot—I mean, the first officer,” said Cece.

      I nodded. “That’s right. But that’s actually supposed to be a secret. I hope you can keep that to yourself, please, doctor.”

      Cece gave me an whoops expression and held up her palms in apology. Perhaps I hadn’t mentioned to her that working with Hot—with the first officer was supposed to be kept on the down low.

      “We need to find out what really happened that night. To clear my friend’s name.”

      The doctor was nodding his head slowly in understanding, but not agreement.

      “Also, that Murphy was a total creep anyway. He was behaving pretty inappropriately toward Sam,” said Cece. “Made a pass at her.”

      The doctor looked surprised. “Murphy did? Really?”

      “Why do you look so surprised? Surely even you heard about his reputation.”

      “Well, yes. But the thing is, Murphy was on so many different medications that I don’t think he could even...” he glanced at me, and then at Cece, his cheeks beginning to flush. “I’d be surprised if he was interested. I mean, he certainly wasn’t able. If you catch my drift.”

      Cece shrugged. “He was interested, all right. He’s a pig. Was, sorry. He was a pig.”

      That was some very interesting information he’d given us. For one, it meant that he and Sylvia certainly weren’t having a physical relationship, which put the affair theory on the back burner.

      “I guess you didn’t do an autopsy, right?”

      He shook his head. “No, I’m more of a family doctor. I don’t do autopsies. There has been one ordered to be completed when we return to port though.”

      “But you did examine the body though, right?”

      “Ye-es,” he said with hesitation, clearly debating how much he should actually tell me.

      “Was he killed by the blow to the head? With the lamp?”

      “In my opinion, that is almost certainly how he died, yes.”

      “Not poison?”

      He shook his head. “While that’s possible, I find it extremely unlikely. If he was killed by poison, then he must have been hit over the head at almost the same time as the poison took effect. It would make the poisoning rather pointless, no?”

      “Yeah. I figured it was the lamp. I just wanted to hear your opinion. There were rumors going around the ship that he was poisoned.”

      “There are always rumors going around a ship. And most of them are garbage.”

      “You can say that again,” said Cece.

      “Thank you very much for your time, doctor.”

      “Please, just call me Ryan.”

      “Thank you, Ryan,” I said with a smile. I nudged Cece, who was just staring at him.

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      “It was good to see you, Cece.” The sincerity in his voice was almost too much, in my opinion, though Cece seemed delighted by it.

      “Yeah,” she said softly.

      Flicking my eyes across the both of them, I counted four red-tinged cheeks. How cute.

      “Come on.”

      I led Cece out onto the constitutional deck, which was the outdoor area closest to sickbay.

      “I think you need some fresh air.”

      “Do not,” said Cece, sucking in the ocean air in deep breaths.

      “So when are you two going to get together?”

      She tried to put on a look of befuddlement, but failed, and heaved a loud sigh as she stopped fighting.

      “I don’t think a housekeeper and a doctor are going to ever get together.”

      I shook my head. “No way! Don’t say that. It would be romantic.”

      Cece snorted. “Romantic? No such thing.”

      “Oh, Cece,” I said squeezing her shoulder. “You can’t say that. You’re too young to be that cynical.”

      Internally I cringed at myself. I was sounding like an old grandmother. I wasn’t even thirty!

      “Girl, I was born cynical,” said Cece with a smirk. And she was back to normal. Her sassy, sarcastic self had come back to life now that we’d left the doctor.

      “So. Now what am I going to do? My leads seem to be drying up.”

      “What? We knew he was whacked with the lamp. That didn’t change anything, did it?”

      I shook my head. “Not that. The other thing he mentioned. About Murphy’s medical condition. If what Ryan said is true—”

      “Of course it’s true,” said Cece, interrupting, defensive of any possible tarnish on the doctor’s sterling reputation.

      “Right. Yes, I’m sure it is. But if what he said is true, then it means that he wasn’t having an affair with Sylvia. He couldn’t have an affair with Sylvia. And that also means his wife had no reason to be mad enough at him to kill him. So that’s my two best suspects gone.”

      “Nah. There’s plenty more reasons a wife might want to kill her husband, apart from having an affair. And who knows what goes through that fruit loop Sylvia’s mind?”

      Gripping the railing with my hands, my shoulders shook as I chuckled. “Yeah, I guess so. I just need to keep looking.”

      Cece nodded. “Something will turn up. I’m sure it will.”

      She was right.

      “I’ll cast my net a bit wider. If I know a bit more about Murphy, maybe I can find some other suspects or motivations.”

      Cece nodded. “Yeah. You do that. Speaking of which, I better get back to it. I’ve got another six rooms to do.”

      “Hopefully they’ll all be jello-free,” I said, squeezing her shoulder for solidarity.

      “If there is, I’m calling you. You were a lifesaver.”

      “Yeah... I might be busy,” I said with a grin.

      “Figures.”

      “I’m kidding. Seriously, if there’s another bathtub full of jello, you can call me anytime.”

      “Awesome. Thanks, Addy. I appreciate it.”

      “No worries.”

      While I meant what I’d said, I really hoped there wouldn’t be any more jello-filled bathtubs. For both our sakes.
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      I headed back down to the grand ballroom to get a few more pictures now that the preparations for the ball had hopefully progressed a little further.

      I was pleased to find a table covered in about fifty different masks, and I took photos of almost all of them, along with the various banners, hangings, ornaments, and other decorations that had been hung in the room.

      While I was mostly thinking about the murder, I still had to work, and I needed to start generating some real buzz about the masque ball before the big event on the final night of the cruise.

      I tried taking some selfies holding up the masks in front of my face and was reasonably pleased with the results. While I didn’t want to be plastering my own face all over social media, with the mask I didn’t mind.

      On another table I found the swan napkins, dozens and dozens of them expertly folded by someone who actually knew how to do it. I crouched down next to the table and got a shot that looked like there was a whole bevy of swans gliding across the table.

      Pleased with my pictures, I headed off. I planned to go and sit outside and type up a couple of short articles and start drip-feeding a stream of posts that would create some hype for the masque ball. And once I had a nice chunk of content in the hopper, I was going to get back to my investigation.

      “Adrienne, darling!” came a familiar call just as I was about to exit the ballroom. It was coming directly from the other side of the room, so I didn’t feel too bad about completely ignoring it, as if I hadn’t heard it at all. I didn’t want to hear from Sylvia about anything.

      Once I’d escaped the room, I sprinted down the hallway I, rounded a corner, and flew up two more flights of steps.

      I exited the interior of the ship and emerged near the Boulevard Café, a cute little coffee shop that’s defining feature was the large number of potted trees around it.

      I found a nice seat in a ‘corner.’ It wasn’t really a corner, but there were potted trees on two sides of me so it felt like one. Corner seats are good because they let you watch everything that’s going on, and you don’t miss out on what’s happening behind you—at least that’s what one of our professors once told us back in college.

      In fact, it was because of my well-chosen seat that I spotted Mrs. Murphy, though even if I’d been facing in another direction, I may very well have heard her.

      I was sitting down, typing away, my buffet-plating story complete and my overly-excited piece about the masque ball coming along nicely when the wife of the deceased walked into the seating area of the café.

      Walked was probably too generous a word. She stumbled into the café, and then after losing her balance dropped into a chair. She straightened herself up and tried to look for all the world as if she had meant to sit in that exact chair.

      Hmm, I thought to myself. Should I?

      Then I slapped my knee. Of course I should! What kind of journalist wouldn’t?

      I closed the lid of my laptop; I didn’t want any nosy passersby getting an early look at my killer ball piece.

      “Mrs. Murphy? Hi. I just wanted to see how you’re doing. Are you okay?”

      Her head snapped up to stare at me, and her eyes narrowed. “You again.”

      I nodded at her, nervous that she was going to be angry for some reason. It can be hard to judge people who’ve been drinking. Especially when that drinking’s done before lunch.

      “Sit!” she screeched, then her hand whipped up and covered her mouth. She lowered her hand again. “Sorry. Sit, please.”

      I took the seat across from her, wanting to have the whole table between us. Just in case.

      “What,” Janice began and then paused for several seconds. “…is your... job?” she finally finished.

      “My job?”

      She nodded, and then not waiting for an answer, she leaned across the table and grabbed at my chest, grasping hold of my name badge and pulling me toward her so that she could read it. I figured she was short-sighted, but being grabbed in such a manner was a bit of a shock to my system. If she hadn’t been a sixty-something lady whose husband had just been murdered, I would have been seriously angry. Instead, I was just mildly angered and fairly alarmed.

      “Social... Media... Manager,” she read, with furrowed brow and words slurring.

      “Right. I’m the social media manager.”

      “And what, pray tell, is that? It doesn’t sound like a real job.”

      I gently removed her fingers from my badge and sat back in the wicker chair, far enough away that she couldn’t reach me again.

      “It’s a new position. I take pictures and write little articles about what’s going on aboard the ship.”

      “Oh! Like a journalist!” she said.

      I beamed at her. “Yes! A journalist. That’s what I trained as. But I don’t just write articles, I have to post pictures and little stories about what’s happening onboard as well. I post them to Instagram, Twitter, the ship’s website, and the Facebook page.”

      “My husband was on The Facebook,” she said with a nod. “But I refuse.”

      “You’re missing out on lots of great information about our cruise.”

      She shook her head as if she was not disagreeing with me, but actually correcting me. “No. The Washington Post. The New York Times. And if I’m feeling masochistic, the LA Times. That’s all the information I need.”

      I smiled happily. It was nice that someone still appreciated some real journalism. If I had my way, that’s what I would be doing instead of social media managing.

      Mrs. Murphy clasped her hands together on the table in front of her and a gleam appeared as she narrowed her eyes.

      “So how’s your little ‘investigation’ going?” She unclasped her hands and used two fingers of each hand to make little air quotes around the word investigation, before returning her hands in front of her.

      “I... uh...”

      Janice began to cackle with laughter, then slapped her hands on the table. “A cruise ship is like a small town. There are no secrets here. That’s why you were with the first officer before. You’re like a spy. But that’s what journalists are, anyway.”

      “Okay,” I said nervously. I’d never been called a spy before. “We’re still trying to find out exactly what happened that night.”

      “Yes, I bet you are. Aren’t we all? Aren’t we all? I don’t remember any of it.” She frowned. “Or do I?” She shook her head. “Nope, not a thing.”

      I wasn’t quite sure how to deal with her erratic behavior, but luckily she made the decision for me. Out of nowhere, she flew to her feet.

      “It’s no good here. Coffee, coffee, coffee. And not even an Irish one. Can you believe it?”

      “What?” I said, confused, as I slowly rose to my feet as well. When she started to make her way around the table, I did the same, keeping it between us. Just in case.

      “It’s cocktail time and this so-called café doesn’t have a lick of vodka in it. Goodbye, Media Maid.”

      Confused, I watched as Janice Murphy made her way through the seating area, mumbling to herself as she did so, off to scrounge up a pre-lunch cocktail.

      I returned to my own table.

      A moment later, a large coffee was placed in front of me.

      “I didn’t...”

      The large, jolly-looking woman who’d brought the coffee over interrupted me with a deep, chortling laughter. Almost like ‘ho ho ho.’ If Santa Claus had been a large Caribbean woman instead of a myth, then I imagine he would have been exactly like her.

      “I tink you could do with a coffee after talking to her. I’m Minnie. Welcome aboard.”

      “Thank you,” I said, feeling cheered. Not only was Minnie’s laugh infectious, but her voice had a rich timbre that oozed kindness. “I really appreciate it.”

      “You’re new. I didn’t see you on these cruises before. Social media? I don’t know a ting about it but I bet you’re great at it. I can tell.”

      I almost felt tears welling behind my eyelids. I wasn’t used to such lavish compliments from strangers. “Thank you, Minnie. This is a wonderful café you have here.”

      She let out another long, ho-ho-ho-ing laugh before she responded. “Oh, you can thank Swan Cruises for that. I couldn’t choose the decor, but I just try to fill the place with love, and with cheer and with laughter.”

      “Well, then I wish I could stay here all day!” And I actually meant it.

      “Was that Mrs. Murphy bothering you?”

      I shook my head. “Not really. She’s had a rough time of it lately. It kind of looks like she might be drowning her sorrows at the moment.”

      Minnie just gave a small, rather sad chuckle. “I’ll say. She’s been on one since yesterday.”

      “Did something happen yesterday?”

      “Oh yes. She found out her husband’s business partner was on the ship. She says he followed her and Mr. Murphy. Like a stalker.”

      “Goodness,” I said, my mind whirring. A business partner? On board? Why hadn’t anyone told me?

      “She’s more upset about that than her husband dying!” Minnie was shaking her head and chuckling in disbelief.

      “Grief affects us all differently, I suppose.”

      Minnie gave me a smile. “You’ve a good heart. Now enjoy your coffee dear, and you come back any time.”

      “I will. I’ll come back often!”

      As Minnie walked away, her shoulders bouncing up and down as she continued to laugh, I decided I would indeed be coming back here just as often as I could get away with.

      If I kept this job, anyway. If I couldn’t clear Sam, I’d be leaving when she did.

      My brief moment of happiness marred, I took a photo of my coffee and decided to try and promote Minnie’s café as best I knew how.

      And at least now I had another lead to follow up on. There were two suspects I wanted to focus on now: Greg the food tamperer and the mysterious business partner.

      I tapped my phone against my chin thoughtfully and sipped my coffee as I devised my next course of action.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      After finishing my delicious coffee, I made my way up to Ethan Lee's office, where an orderly let me in to see him after only a very brief consultation.

      Ethan Lee was standing already and met me by the door of his office with a smile that seemed to be genuinely pleased. He held the door for me, closed it behind me, and then guided me to our two usual sofas with a strong hand gently pushing the small of my back.

      "So how are you doing, Adrienne?"

      "Oh, yeah, fine, fine. Listen, I think I've got something."

      He frowned. "About the murder?" he asked with what sounded like disappointment.

      "Umm, yes," I said.

      "Right. Straight to business. Very good." It didn't sound very good the way he said it.

      "I just learned that Murphy had a business partner."

      "Right..."

      "You knew about that?" I couldn’t hide my annoyance.

      "That information has come to my attention," he said circuitously.

      "Right. And so you've talked to him?"

      He shook his head. "I have not."

      I was infuriated. If I was going to get Sam out of the bind she was in, I had to find out who killed Murphy—and fast. We would be back in New Orleans in two days and then it would all be over. Everything.

      "Well? Why not?"

      "As first officer, unfortunately I have a whole range of duties to fill my day. My schedule doesn't have a lot of room for murder investigations on top of everything else I have to do."

      I wanted to strangle him, but settled for letting out an exasperated sigh instead. "But this is important!"

      "Of course it is. But I honestly think that this investigation is going to be completed by the authorities landside."

      I glared at him.

      He shifted in his seat. "But I do have a few minutes now. Why don't we go and see if we can find this business partner and have a chat with him now?"

      "Better."

      He laughed, amused. But I wasn't kidding around. He could sit there looking handsome and prattling on about his duties all he wanted; there were serious stakes on the line for me and Sam.

      "This is important. If we don't find out who did it, me and Sam will be off this ship for good."

      He couldn't stop his eyebrows shooting up. "You're leaving?"

      I tilted my head. "I don't want to leave, but if my friend is kicked off the boat for a murder she didn't commit, I can't in good conscience stick around, can I? What would Sam say? What would our families say? What would I feel like?"

      I could see the understanding dawning across his face. He stood up smartly, brushed down his uniform pants and shirt, and said, "Let's go and visit this business partner and see if we can't learn something new."

      I followed him out of the room, slightly amused. He didn't seem pleased at the idea of me leaving the ship.

      Interesting.

      Very interesting.

      Not that I could ever be interested in someone who was happy to lock up my friend.
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      The business partner, a man named Carl Turner, had a stateroom in the VIP section of the ship, though it was one level lower than the Murphys’ cabin.

      “Adrienne, actually, I have a confession.”

      “Oh?” He had definitely piqued my interest. As a (kind of) journalist, confessions were a special treat. I mentally licked my lips in anticipation.

      “The reason I hadn’t talked to the business partner yet was that I was waiting for you.” He pressed the doorbell.

      “Really?” I said skeptically. This confession wasn’t sounding too exciting.

      “Really. You were so mad when I suggested talking to Mrs. Murphy alone that I thought you’d be furious if I went to talk to the business partner without you.”

      “You didn’t tell me,” I said with a rather snooty sniff.

      He shrugged. “I figured you’d drop by sooner or later.”

      “Really?” I said again, even more skeptically.

      “Of course. You promised that you were going to keep me fully informed of your investigations. I assumed you understood that to mean I expected to see you at least daily, if not more frequently if you uncovered anything interesting.”

      “Oh... right, yeah. Of course.” He was right, darn it. I had promised to keep him up to speed in my investigations. I hate it when other people are right. His confession may not have been all that exciting, but it had made me feel a bit better.

      He pressed the lion’s head doorbell again and we could hear the loud ding-dong from inside.

      Finally, the door opened and a spritely-looking brown-haired man in his early sixties greeted us with a look of mild surprise, his eyes running over Ethan Lee’s uniform and noticing his rank.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure...?”

      “Could we come inside and ask you a few questions?”

      He nodded. “Please, follow me.”

      He looked to be in much better health than Patrick Murphy had been, and I would have wagered that he was a regular runner or swimmer from his build. As we followed him, he walked with a slight swagger that oozed strength and confidence.

      He led us over to a dining table near the french windows, and we took three of the six art deco style chairs and sat around the table.

      “I suppose you’re here about Patrick Murphy, my former business partner?”

      “Former?” I asked with a frown.

      “Well, he’s dead,” said Carl with a wry smile.

      “Mr. Turner—”

      “—Please, call me Carl.”

      “Carl,” said Ethan, “were you traveling with Mr. Murphy?”

      He shook his head with a little smile. “Oh, no. Would you believe it was a complete coincidence?”

      No, I said in my head. “How unlikely!” I said out loud.

      “Oh it is, isn’t it? What are the odds?”

      “Very low, I should think,” said Ethan with a frown.

      Carl chuckled. “Indeed you would think. But it’s not so strange, really. We both very much like cruising, and we both favor Swan over some of the other companies—I find you treat me very well indeed. So it’s no surprise that occasionally we end up on the same trip.”

      “It’s happened before?” I asked, with surprise.

      “Oh yes, at least three times that I recall. Once out of Miami, once in Alaska, and now out of New Orleans too!”

      I nodded. It was interesting information. But what was especially interesting was that Swan didn’t do any Alaska cruises. Though he hadn’t actually said it was Swan on that occasion.

      “Mrs. Murphy seemed quite surprised to find out you were on the ship,” I said.

      “Janice has nothing to do with this,” he said firmly. His tone was noticeably cooler.

      “With what?” I asked innocently.

      “With… with… you know. Whatever has happened.” He seemed to be growing more and more flustered.

      “Mrs. Murphy said that you’d followed them.” I didn’t want to tell him the truth—that she had said he was like a stalker—because that language wasn’t diplomatic enough. At least not in front of the first officer.

      “I can assure you that’s not the case. Janice just has her wires crossed, that’s all. She didn’t mean anything by it, I’m sure.”

      “Right,” I said, nodding. “I’m sure she didn’t mean it like that at all.”

      Carl had his hands in front of him, wringing them together every time he spoke, the two hands sliding like intertwining snakes as they wrapped over and over each other.

      “I don’t think I can help you with anything, to be honest.”

      “Just out of interest, what were you up to on that first night? You were one of the early boarders too, is that correct?” Ethan’s tone was mild but I could tell his hackles were up.

      “I was in my cabin. In here, I mean. I had a quiet evening. Before dinner, I went for a run. I did three circuits of the ship, then I had a light dinner delivered to the room and I spent the evening in my cabin. I watched the sunset, then I did some reading.”

      “That sounds nice and relaxing,” I said with a smile.

      He returned my smile with one of his own, beginning to let his guard down again. “It was. That’s why I come on cruises, to relax. I switch off my phone and don’t even check my email for the entirety of the cruise. It’s a fantastic way to unwind from all the stress of the modern world.”

      “Thank you very much for your time, Carl,” said Ethan, rising to his feet and gently nudging my thigh to tell me to follow.

      I would have liked to have grilled him a bit more, but even I was aware of the need for sensitivity with the VIP guests.

      Carl was definitely hiding something. He’d immediately gone on the defensive when I brought up the topic of Mrs. Murphy and his alibi was basically non-existent. Unless he’d ordered room service every ten minutes, there was nothing to say that he had spent all, or indeed any, of the evening in his cabin.

      “Enjoy the rest of your afternoon, Mr. Turner,” I said with a smile as we left.

      Ethan Lee held the door open for me, and gently guided me out, his hand again gently guiding me by pressing my lower back.

      He was actually quite a gentleman, I thought. When he wasn’t busy playing prison guard to my friend, anyway.
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      We walked out onto the constitutional deck, not speaking until our voices were covered by the sounds of the wind and waves, away from the echoey hallways of the ship that could send voices bouncing around corners toward distant listening ears.

      “What did you think of him?” he asked, when we were outside.

      “Not bad for his age,” I said with a grin.

      “I didn’t mean... oh, haha.”

      “But he’s obviously lying about something. There’s something between Janice Murphy and him that he doesn’t want to tell us.”

      Ethan was in agreement. “He got flustered as soon as we mentioned her.”

      “And Janice has been saying that he’s a stalker, that he followed them onto the ship. And his alibi is non-existent.”

      Ethan was looking out to sea, holding the railing with two hands. Instead of the ocean, my eye was drawn to the square outline of his shoulders. He turned his head toward me to ask another question. “Do you think he killed Murphy?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe? The thing is... he just seemed too nice, you know?”

      His left hand dropped from the railing and he turned his whole body my way. “Perhaps he was just pretending to be nice.”

      “Could be.”

      “I’ve got a meeting in a few minutes, I’m afraid. If you think of anything else, we’ll reconvene ASAP. Okay?”

      His eyes had a sincerity to them that made me think he might actually be keen on the reconvening itself, rather than the prospect of more information about the crime.

      “Will do. I’ve got plenty to do as well. Have a good one.”

      He waved a hand at me as he turned smartly and headed back in the ship. I watched him go, once again admiring how well his uniform fit him—from this angle, it was the way the pants hugged his lower half that really stood out.

      I needed to do some more work. I had an idea for a little article about how to bend cocktail straws—I’d noticed that the bartenders used different shapes for a gin and tonic as they did for a fruity cocktail, for example—and I wanted to dig into it. If ‘dig’ is the appropriate term for what would be a four-paragraph cotton-candy piece of journalism. I patted my sides and then grimaced with annoyance.

      “Oh... cornstalks,” I muttered under my breath. Once upon a time, when I was a teenager, I’d tried using more colorful words— but Grandma quickly put a stop to that.

      The reason for my sudden consternation was that I had misplaced my laptop. Instead of hanging in its bag from my shoulder, it was now glaringly conspicuous by its absence.

      “Call yourself a journalist?” I said to myself in a hushed voice. The computer was the tool of my trade and I’d gone and left it in Carl’s cabin.

      I hurried back to his suite as quickly as I could. It was just shy of a half-hour since we’d left him, and when I rang his doorbell I was hopping nervously from foot to foot. Please be in, please be in.

      Luckily, he hadn’t. I heard the footsteps on the other side of the door, and as soon as it began to swing open I began to speak before I could even see him.

      “Hi, just me again. I think I left my laptop on your... table?”

      By the time I got to ‘your,’ the door was completely open and I’d paused upon seeing Carl. While he had been immaculately dressed a scant half hour earlier, he was now looking really disheveled, as if he’d spent the intervening period in jiu-jitsu training or being beaten up in a street brawl. I didn’t think either of those activities were common in our VIP suites so I was both confused and intrigued by the sudden change in his appearance.

      His lips caught my eye. Not only were they pleasingly plump without being fat, they seemed to have taken on a remarkable shade of red—some of which was smeared onto his upper lip in a kind of scary-clownish mustache.

      “Ah. One moment.”

      He turned to hurry to the table by the window where I could clearly see my laptop still sitting. But while he was over there, another flutter of movement caught my eye.

      Someone peeked their head around the corner leading from the bedroom. And it was someone I knew.

      Janice Murphy, the victim’s wife, was in the cabin of the man she had accused of being a stalker!

      She pulled her head back sharply when she saw me standing there and disappeared.  A moment later, my computer was being thrust against my chest with enough force that I took a step backward as I grabbed it with my hands.

      “There you go—goodbye!”

      The door closed in my face; if those quiet-hinge doors could slam, it absolutely would have knocked me flat. The entire interaction had taken only a dozen seconds, yet I now had some interesting new information.

      Very interesting, indeed.

      It looked to me like Janice had been faking her animosity toward Carl. They looked to be quite intimate in fact.

      Had they been working together all along? Were Janice and Carl a murderous double-threat of lovers and killers?

      “Boy, I wish I could write an expose about that,” I muttered to myself. I started to imagine how I would label such a story, and Sylvia’s reaction if I posted it.

      #doubletrouble, #killercruise...
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      As soon as I’d seen Janice in the stateroom, I wanted to rush and tell Ethan about it right away. So I did.

      Of course, he wasn’t in his office, and I remembered why at the same time as his orderly told me.

      “Sorry, ma’am. He’s in a meeting with the engine room crew, and then he has two more back-to-back. That takes him right up to the end of his scheduled shift. He’ll be in the office first thing tomorrow though. Do you want me to pencil you in?”

      I shook my head. “What time does his shift end?”

      “He’s on office hours today.”

      “What?”

      “Sorry. That’s a nine-to-five. That’s what we call it here, an office hours shift.”

      “I see. And he’ll be going to his cabin right after?”

      “Ma’am, I do not know what the first officer does in his free time.”

      “Of course. My apologies. And his cabin is...”

      The orderly stared at me for longer than was seemly before he finally replied.

      “Ma’am, the first officer’s cabin is in the officers’ quarters section of the ship.”

      Of course it was. And I even knew where it was, although I had not yet ventured there.

      “Thanks for all your help.”
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        * * *

      

      I had several hours to kill so I tried to get ahead with my work, but my mind kept returning to that image of Janice, her makeup smeared, poking her head around and seeing me in Carl’s cabin.

      All I managed to get done was the consumption of three cups of coffee and a one paragraph article—though when they’re that short, they should probably just be called a ‘caption’—about the different kinds of massage available in the beauty parlor, underneath a photo of a massage table I had taken on my first work day.

      I waited until five thirty before going to Ethan’s cabin. I didn’t want to seem too eager. But it turned out my timing couldn’t have been worse. Or “worse,” anyway.

      I rang at his door, and when he didn’t answer it immediately, I rang it again.

      Finally, after making me wait almost a minute, he deigned to open it, and my mouth dropped open and my cheeks began to bloom like a rose.

      “Oh, sorry! Sorry!”

      He had been taking a shower when I rang the doorbell, and after my repeated ringing he’d barely had time to wrap a towel around his waist before greeting me at the door.

      I tried to look in his eyes instead of... elsewhere.

      “Adrienne,” he said with a smile, not seeming to be the slightest bit embarrassed about his state of undress.

      “Sorry!” I said again.

      “No problem. You suggested I try losing the uniform anyway, didn’t you?”

      Was he trying to embarrass me? My eyes flicked over his muscular torso, completely of their own accord. I made a mental note to jab my finger in my eyes later to punish them for their indiscretion.

      “I, yeah,” I laughed a bit too loudly. “I just found something out. Umm, when you have a moment.”

      “Well, come in, and I’ll get dressed and we can talk.”

      “Yes. Yes let’s do that.”

      His cabin was about a hundred times bigger than mine and so many different luxuries: six porthole-style windows, a wooden dining table with eight chairs, a sofa, and a real wooden desk instead of the metal wall-attached one I had. Instead of smelling of steel and industrially-washed sheets like my room, there was a hint of pinewood in the air, and of course the smell of shampoo from his still wet hair.

      I decided to sit on the sofa while I waited for him. I tapped my foot nervously until he returned.

      When he came back, he was wearing corduroy pants and a short-sleeved button-up shirt that fit him just as well as his uniform. Unlike a lot of men, he chose clothes that were both the correct size, and they suited his rather eye-catching frame.

      He sat down next to me on the sofa and we turned to face each other to talk. I wished I’d sat at the dining table instead. There’s something overly intimate about sitting next to someone you don’t know that well on a sofa—having to turn to face them to speak. Especially when you’d just seen them almost naked.

      “So what’s up?”

      “It’s Janice. And Carl.”

      “Oh?” He extended his legs out all the way in front of him in a stretch, clearly ready to relax after his workday. Instead, he was having to deal with me and the extra work I was going to put on him.

      “I left my computer in Carl’s room, and when I went back to get it, she was there.”

      “Janice was in his room? Was she yelling at him?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. If I had to guess, it was exactly the opposite. It looked like they were being quite affectionate with each other.”

      “Oh?”

      “Carl had lipstick on his face.”

      “He put on lipstick?”

      I frowned. Why was he so slow? “No, I mean, she was wearing lipstick and some of it ended up on his lips.”

      “Oh. Oh,” he said finally. “Wait, really? But she was complaining about him. I thought she hated him.”

      “Love and hate can sometimes be confused.”

      Our eyes met. “Is that right?”

      “Mmhmm,” I mumbled. “Or maybe it was just an act. She was lying about hating him because actually she was having an affair with him? And she wanted to throw us off the trail?”

      He nodded slowly. “So. What do we do?”

      A surge of pride welled inside me. The first officer of the ship was asking me for advice. Little old me!

      “You said you saw her on the security footage that night, right?”

      He nodded. “Yep. She almost fell in the fountain that’s in the atrium outside the Dive Bar, around about 11 p.m.”

      I nodded. “What about the rest of the evening? Perhaps she could have slipped out at another time?”

      He slowly nodded. “I guess that’s a possibility. We didn’t try and follow every second of her movements. We were just trying to confirm her alibi when we looked into it before.”

      “Can we still check those security feeds?”

      He frowned for a second and then gave a quick nod. “Come on. We’ll go to my office. I can access all the security footage from my computer there.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, we’d completed the short journey to his office.

      “Good evening, sir. Is anything the matter?” asked the young orderly stationed outside.

      He shook his head. “No. The social media manager is just doing a little piece on me.”

      When we entered, I poked his arm. “You lied to him.”

      He gave me a grin. “Nope. The thing is, rumors spread fast on ships. Really fast. I’m sure he wouldn’t tell anyone, but I didn’t want to risk it.”

      “You still lied though.”

      “Oh, no. Adrienne James, as first officer of this ship, I command you to take a picture and write something nice about me.”

      I snickered. “You’re commanding me, huh?”

      He nodded seriously. “That’s an order.”

      I stepped back from him and began to hold up my phone, and then dropped it again. “I’ll wait until you’re back in your uniform. Otherwise people might get the wrong idea about us—socializing outside of work.”

      “The wrong idea?” He tapped his chin. “I can’t imagine what you mean.”

      We grinned at each other.

      “Shall we?” He pointed toward the computer, which was located at a less formal desk in the far corner of the room, next to the window.

      He pulled up an extra chair for me, and then began a rapid series of clicks with the mouse which pulled up a giant grid of camera feeds.

      “Whoa. That’s a lot of cameras.”

      “Yep. And that’s only one section of the ship.”

      He clicked on one camera, and its footage expanded to fill the screen. It was a live feed of the Dive Bar.

      “Now, let’s see if we can go back to that night...”

      With a few more clicks and a couple of keypresses, he wound us back in time to the night Murphy was killed.

      “Look, there she is!” I pointed excitedly at the corner of the screen where we could just about make out Janice.

      It wasn’t a very clear image due to the positioning of the camera, and mostly we could see the back of her head. But we could see the bar counter in front of her, and playing through at 8x speed, we saw her get through half a dozen brightly colored cocktails.

      “Wow. I’d fall off the barstool if I drank that much,” I said.

      “I’ll remember to look out to catch you when you’re six drinks deep, then,” he said.

      I gave him a funny look.

      “I mean, if we ever end up sitting at a bar,” he said somewhat awkwardly.

      “Gee, thanks,” I said. “If I ever do embarrass myself so horrifically, I’m glad to know that you’d stop me from injuring myself too badly.”

      At around 11 p.m., Janice stood up shakily, and after a couple of visits to the walls either side of the door, she left the bar.

      “Now what?”

      “Just a moment,” he said, working his magic at the computer.

      “And, there.” He made a final click of his mouse to expand a new video feed.

      We were watching a view of the pretty fountain in the atrium outside the Dive Bar, and after a couple of seconds, Janice stumbled into view. She lurched forward, almost falling, and then caught herself with a quick series of steps to maintain her balance. She made it forward until she crashed into the low wall around the fountain, and sat down on it. She glanced around her as if to see if anyone had noticed. They had. Several other guests could be seen nudging each other and nodding their heads in her direction, though no one actually went and spoke to her.

      “She doesn’t look like she’s in a state to murder anyone, does she?” I could hear the disapproval in his voice. Ethan Lee was a stickler for the rules, and clearly that included social rules such as not getting too drunk as well as the standard laws and official workplace rules.

      “No, she doesn’t,” I said with a frown. “Maybe she sobers up fast though.”

      “Perhaps.”

      We fast forwarded through her sitting on the wall, until she finally got to her feet again, and made stately progress across the atrium, each and every one of her steps slow and careful.

      Just as she reached the other side, a group of about thirty middle-aged women appeared from the casino.

      “Uh-oh. That’s half of the bridge club,” he said with a frown.

      “Bridge club?”

      He nodded. “Didn’t you meet them yet? There’s a bridge club from Idaho—thirty married couples. The women were on a girls night out. The men were bowling.”

      “Neat. I’ll have to write about them.”

      “Yep. That’ll probably be an interesting feature. But look here. She’s caught up with them—like a beach ball in a tsunami.”

      I couldn’t see her anymore. Amongst the large crowd of late-middle-aged women, she blended in and then faded away. We tracked the whole mob of them with the next pair of cameras down some hallways, but she seemed to have disappeared by the time they got to the elevator hall.

      “What happened to her?” I asked.

      “No idea. Perhaps she sat down somewhere out of view of the cameras.”

      I tapped my hands on my knees. “I’m surprised she even made it back to her cabin at all, but I’m not sure I want to write off her involvement just yet.”

      “Yep. She really doesn’t look like she could lift up a heavy lamp and wallop someone with it. But you never know—perhaps with a surge of adrenaline?”

      “Yeah... maybe.”

      We couldn’t discount the possibility of Janice having killed her husband, but her alibi of being drunk as a lord at Christmas certainly held up. And her subsequent behavior had seemed to support it. I myself had seen her starting her daily cocktail regime before lunchtime. After watching the security feed, I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that she spent a considerable portion of that evening sleeping in some quiet corner before waking up again and stumbling back to her cabin.

      “Anything else you think we should look at?”

      At that moment, the flip switched and the little lightbulb in my head burst to life. Something so obvious I felt like a fool for not having said it earlier—and Ethan even more of a fool for not having done it already.

      “What about the camera outside Murphy’s room?”

      He chuckled and shook his head. I glared at him, clearly telegraphing his insult, and the chuckling stopped.

      “Hey, now. It’s a good idea, but we don’t have cameras in the VIP hallways.”

      “Why not?” I asked, annoyed.

      “Our VIPs often guard their privacy very tightly. And there was an incident a few years back—you mustn’t mention this to anyone—but we had a rather well-known politician on board, and during the evening he had a visitor. A young lady. This was caught on the hallway cameras, when we had them, and unfortunately a security officer decided it would be a ripe opportunity to blackmail the politician.”

      I stared incredulous. “So they yanked all the cameras?”

      Ethan nodded. “It turned out that the politician was very friendly with the owner of Swan Cruiselines. The security officer was fired and not paid a penny. Since we had evidence of his clumsy blackmail attempt, he would have been prosecuted and imprisoned for years, had the crime been reported. But the politician didn’t want the publicity, obviously. Instead, the officer was dismissed, the politician received substantial compensation from Swan—and the cameras in the VIP hallways were all removed.”

      I was shaking my head to myself. “Who was the politician?”

      Ethan grinned at me and shook his head. “If I told you I’d have to—“

      “—kill me?” I interrupted with a laugh.

      “— I was going to say fire myself.”

      We both chuckled.

      “But I can tell you it’s someone you would have heard of, a pretty big cheese. Now promise you’ll never ask me who it was again.”

      I glared at him. “But I don’t want to promise that! I want to know who it was!”

      He shook his head at me. “Promise.”

      With a loud sigh of annoyance, I nodded my agreement to his ridiculous terms. “Okay. I promise not to ask who the cheating politician was.”

      “Good.”

      “Though when I write my little piece about you, I am going to mention how annoying you are.”

      He patted me on the knee and laughed. “Don’t worry. Everyone knows that already.”

      I stood up. “You may be done for the day, but I’m not. I’ve got to go to the Japanese restaurant and take a picture of the tuna.”

      “I’ve got fish to fry too,” he said with a grin.

      “It’s raw, not fried.”

      He gave me a playful push on the shoulder. “Get out of here.”

      So I did.
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      I had a stupid grin on my face for almost my entire walk back to my cabin. I planned to drop by and dump my computer, so I couldn’t forget the darn thing again, before going to the confusingly named Chez Tokyo.

      I used my keycard to unlock my door, and I was actually humming as I kicked open the door and walked inside.

      Then I paused, tilting my head to the side in mild consternation.

      On the desk attached to the wall was my Welcome New Employee folder, which I’d placed there after that first meeting and not touched again since. The thing was—I had placed it right-side up, pushed against the wall, with the left-hand edge running along the edge of the desk. But now, it was at an angle, as if I had just tossed it there.

      “Maybe the ship’s movement...” I muttered.

      Then a chill ran down my spine.

      The folder was also upside down.

      If the ship had moved it a few inches, it wouldn’t have flipped it over. A movement that violent would have caused us to lose several dozen passengers at the same time and no doubt been an international incident. This folder had been moved by a person, not by the ship.

      “Sam?” I called out, tentatively.

      I had a brief moment of hope that my friend was back. But then, I realized that I’d just left her jailor in his office. He would have mentioned if she’d been released.

      My eyes flicked around the room nervously. The good thing about having a tiny cabin was that there was basically nowhere to hide.

      Making sure my door was still wide open so people could hear my screams if worse came to worst, I crouched down and peered under our steel-framed bunk beds to see if there was anyone hiding there. They weren’t—and nor could anyone. The space under the bunks was occupied by empty suitcases.

      With our clothing inside, the closet was way too small to hide a person, but I checked anyway. There were two doors on the closet, with one side for me and one for Sam. I gently pulled them open and sure enough, just as I recalled, there was no room for anyone apart from the wriggliest of children to hide.

      That left our tiny bathroom. Standing as far back as I could, I pushed the handle down and then kicked the door open, jumping backward as I did so in case someone burst out.

      They didn’t.

      Inside, I could see the entire room, including behind the door thanks to the mirror above the sink, and it was devoid of any person.

      If there had been someone here, they weren’t now. Not anymore.

      But someone had been there. I was absolutely certain.

      I looked around the room again, this time not looking for people, but for any further evidence of an intruder.

      My bed looked suspicious. My pillow was leaning against the wall, but I was pretty sure that it hadn’t been when I left. I only put it against the wall to lean on when sitting on the bed, but I hadn’t done that yet today; I’d left the room after I got up and this was the first time I’d been back. Furthermore, my bedcovers looked to be more wrinkled than I’d left them that morning.

      Everything felt just a little off. It’s an uncomfortable feeling, knowing that a stranger has been in your space, in your home, when you weren’t there. And couldn’t they come back? If they’d been there once, why not again?

      With my computer, I logged on to the staff website and found the phone directory. When I’d located Ethan Lee’s number, I punched it into the ‘landline’ phone. While it was ringing, I wondered whether it should perhaps be called a sea-line phone, or a ship-line phone. Then I shook my head, annoyed at my own stupidity. What was I doing, making puns like that when I’d had an intruder?

      “Hello?”

      Just the one word gave me a sense of welcome relief, his deep, rich voice imbuing me with confidence.

      “Hi. It’s probably nothing but... I think someone broke into my room.”

      “Was something stolen? Shall I send my guys to take a report?

      “No, no, not like that. I mean, I think someone came in my room looking for something. I don’t think anything’s missing, but things have been moved around a bit.”

      “Things? What things?”

      “Well, I had a brochure on my desk, and I think it was moved.” I suddenly realized what I must sound like. My brochure was moved an inch? Oh cornstalks, I was sounding like an idiot.

      “Moved? Anything else?” He didn’t sound annoyed or amused. He sounded genuinely concerned.

      “I think my bed was messed with—the pillow was moved, the sheets more crumpled. I know it sounds like nothing, but I’m sure of it. I’m sure someone was in my room.”

      There was a moment’s silence. “Does anyone else have access?”

      “Umm. You locked up the other person with access, remember?”

      “I meant apart from her. So you’re sure it was no one you know?”

      “Well I’m pretty sure. I... I’ll check.”

      I remembered Cece and her open-any-door keycard. Maybe she had let herself in for an innocent reason. It didn’t seem likely.

      “I’m going to come there. Wait for me.”

      I was going to protest that there was no need, but he’d already hung up.

      Not wanting to embarrass myself in case it had actually been Cece, I quickly called her room number.

      “Yo, who dis?”

      “Hey, it’s Adrienne. Quick question, did you drop by my room earlier?”

      “Nope. You missing me?”

      I giggled. “Sure. Sorry, I heard someone came by my room is all. I’ll tell you about it later.”

      “Cool. Dinner at seven?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I hung up. I didn’t want to tell Cece what had happened just yet, not with Ethan already on his way down.

      I sat on the edge of my bed, hands on my knees, trying to focus my thoughts and stave off the rising panic.

      Who could it have been?

      What did it mean?

      I managed to get myself more and more worked up, until finally, he arrived.

      “Adrienne?” he called from outside.

      I rose to my feet and let him in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as the door was open, Ethan had his hands on both of my shoulders.

      “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, grateful for his presence, for the fact that he had believed me despite my ‘evidence’ being so flimsy.

      “I’m fine,” I said and had to stop myself sniffing. I wasn’t going to cry. I mustn’t, or so I told myself.

      “Show me what’s happened.” He was already looking around the room, scanning everything with an analytical gaze.

      “Okay, but you’re going to think it’s stupid.”

      He shook his head. “No, Adrienne, I’m not. I’m not going to think it’s stupid. You believe something has happened, and if you believe it, that’s good enough for me.”

      The corners of my mouth curled up. It felt good to be taken seriously.

      “You’re going to have to trust me on this, but do you see the brochure on the desk?”

      “Yep.”

      “It’s been turned over. It was the right way up, and now it’s upside down. Also, it’s shifted from its position on the edge of the desk.”

      “And you’re certain you didn’t bump it on your way out this morning? Perhaps with a bag or something?”

      I shook my head. “Certain. Even if I had, it wouldn’t have flipped over entirely.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “Anything else?”

      I pointed out the position of the pillow, but couldn’t really show him how the sheets had been crumpled since I had been sitting on the bed.

      “It certainly seems like someone has been in your room, without your permission.”

      I nodded. Before he’d arrived, I’d been worried he wouldn’t believe me, or he be dismissive due to the lack of compelling evidence. But he believed me.

      “Adrienne, you need to stop investigating this murder. It’s too dangerous. Do you understand?”

      Suddenly I wished he hadn’t believed me. If I’d known he was going to pull this, I wouldn’t have told him about it in the first place.

      I shook my head at him. “No way. We’re obviously getting close.”

      “Someone broke into your room, Adrienne. Speaking of which, would you like me to move you to another?”

      I didn’t want to change rooms. This room was mine and Sam’s, and if I moved, then it would be to a room that had no connection to Sam. Stupid as it sounds, it felt like I would be abandoning her all over again.

      “No. If they can get into this room, they can get into any room, right?”

      “I suppose so. But Adrienne, I’m serious about you halting your investigation. You can’t continue. Not now. I can’t risk it. By all rights, I shouldn’t have gotten you involved in the first place but, I did, and now I’m going to have to ask you to stop. I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is.”

      His demeanor was as firm as the steel door to the cabin and I knew he wasn’t going to back down. The thing about people like Ethan Lee is they’re stubborn, and if they’ve got their mind fixed on something, they’re not going to change it.

      I know it because I’m the same way. If he was going to be adamant about me not continuing to investigate, I was going to be adamant about keeping on. But I couldn’t tell him that. When an immovable object meets an unstoppable 5’8” girl, the unstoppable girl gets crushed. So she has to sidestep him.

      “I understand where you’re coming from,” I said, nodding contritely. “Maybe things are getting dangerous.”

      Sweet, I congratulated myself. Nicely dodged. No outright promise to stop my investigation.

      “What I’m going to do is find out who came into your room.”

      “Oh? How’s that?”

      “The logs, remember? Every time a keycard is used, it’s logged. I’ll find out who it was—or at least whose card was used—to break into your room. I’ll let you know what I find out first thing in the morning. Okay?”

      “Okay. I appreciate it.”

      “And you’re sure you’re okay in this room? Remember, the door has a deadbolt. If you lock it, no one will be able to get in from outside, keycard or not.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I’ll keep it locked.”

      “Good. And if you think you’re in any danger, please, call me or the security office right away. I want to know if anyone even looks at you funny. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      I bade him goodnight, and then went and splashed some water on my face.

      Despite what I had said to Ethan, I didn’t want to spend the night in my cabin. I grabbed my pillow and blanket. I was going to take them to Cece’s room before dinner, and assuming she agreed, I was going to crash there.
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      When I arrived at Cece’s cabin and told her why I was carrying my sleeping accoutrements, she jabbed her thumb toward the top bunk.

      “Thanks, Adrienne,” she said.

      “Thanks?” I was confused. I was meant to be thanking her, but she’d preempted me already.

      “Sure. You’re basically inviting a murderer to come to my cabin. That’ll be awesome. I’ve never met a murderer before.”

      I giggled. “Nah, they won’t know I’m here.”

      “Shame. Maybe you could Tweet it out? I could do with some more excitement in my life.”

      I just shook my head at her. I envied her ability to make light of basically anything. I bet if there were a nuclear apocalypse, she’d spend the last three minutes before impact making wisecracks about toasting marshmallows or needing to put on some SPF 5000 sunscreen.

      “That’s why you called me earlier, huh? You were checking I didn’t use my magic card to get into your room?”

      I nodded. “I thought you might have wanted to borrow something. It’s cool if you do. I didn’t want to embarrass myself by telling Ethan that I’d had a burglar if it was just you.”

      Cece sat up straight, a wicked look on her face. “I figured it out!”

      “Oh?” I said, excited, though I shouldn’t have been after seeing her face. That face meant mischief, and since I was the only one there, I was going to be the victim.

      “This was all just a ploy to get Hot Stuff into your cabin, wasn’t it?”

      I smacked her with my pillow. “Don’t be silly. If that was my plan, and it wasn’t, why would we go to my cabin? His is way nicer.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Oh, I was too late. You were already in his cabin? Damn girl, you move fast.”

      I gave her another whack with my pillow. “I had to speak to him. I saw Janice Murphy with Carl, in his room!”

      “No way! Sounds like all the pieces are coming together.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. But the problem is, they don’t fit.”

      Cece quirked one eyebrow at me. “I bet I can think of a couple of pieces that would fit together real good.”

      I was confused for a moment until I realized what she meant, and then she got another well-deserved thump with my pillow.

      When I was finished beating her, I tossed my blanket and pillow onto the top bunk.

      “Come on, I’m starving. Let’s get some dinner.” Cece hopped to her feet.

      “Yeah. And while we’re eating, you can tell me just exactly why you’re the only person without a roommate.”

      She interlocked her arm with mine, and together we headed off for dinner. I thanked my lucky stars that I’d met her. With Sam locked up, I would have felt very alone if it wasn’t for Cece.
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      I was just blinking my eyes awake when a voice whispered in my ear. “Welcome to Grand Cayman.”

      In my half-dreamlike state, I wondered whether I was in a commercial.

      “What?”

      Cece punched me in the arm and my dream-like state collapsed into messy reality. I was lying on the top bunk in Cece’s room after a surprisingly restful night’s sleep. Despite all that had happened, I’d zonked out not long after dinner and probably could have managed another hour or day if it wasn’t for my annoyingly cheerful human alarm clock.

      “I said we’re in Grand Cayman. Last stop of the cruise. It’s awesome, you’ll love it.”

      “I will? I don’t think I’m allowed off the ship.”

      Cece shrugged. “Yeah, me neither. But hey, it’s the last stop, and that’s always awesome. It means we’re nearly done. Come on, get up. I’m hungry.”

      A few minutes later, we headed to our regular breakfast spot, Mess Hall Two. After loading up our plates with an unseemly amount of food, we sat down at one of the plastic tables in a corner near the entrance.

      “I was thinking,” said Cece after swallowing a mouthful of toast. “Whoever broke into your cabin must have known you were investigating.”

      “Yeah...” I took a sip of coffee while I waited for her to continue.

      “So I bet it’s one of the suspects you already have, or someone really close to them. Who is that you’ve got?”

      “Well there’s Janice Murphy, the wife of the victim of course, and this business partner Carl. Greg the chef, and Sylvia.”

      “Assuming it was one of them, what do you think they were looking for?”

      “Good question. What could I have that would interest them? Maybe they were hoping I had one of those big wall charts with photos and bits of string linking them all together.”

      “Yeah, or a big stack of notes labeled ‘My First Murder Investigation.’”

      We both giggled. I didn’t want to vocalize another possibility: they had been hoping I was there, or planned to lie in wait for me but had to leave for some reason. That would explain why barely anything was touched. What would they have done if we’d met? Threaten me? Worse?

      I suppressed a shudder and said, “Maybe they knew about us going through Murphy’s suite and were seeing if we’d found anything.”

      “Hmm, maybe.”

      “And that means... maybe they searched Murphy’s suite and they couldn’t find something, so they thought I might have it. Right?”

      Cece nodded. “Yeah, that could be it. You don’t want to go back there again, do you?”

      I did. “Third time’s the charm?”

      Cece gave me a look of amazement. “You don’t give up, do you?”

      “Nope. Quitting is for quitters.”

      She snorted. “You know, there probably aren’t many people who have a keycard that could get into your room. And if we think about that, and then we consider who we know to have been snooping already…”

      “Oh... do you mean...”

      Cece smirked. “You do see, don’t you?”

      I nodded. I did indeed. While we’d been doing some snooping of our own in Murphy’s suite, Sylvia’s presence that day was still unexplained.

      Cece lifted her coffee mug and downed about half of it in a single giant gulp before setting it back down with a bang. “So what’re you going to do? Go straight to Murphy’s?”

      “First, I better... oh, cornstalks.”

      “Hold up, hold up, hold up. Did you just say cornstalks? What is that?”

      My cheeks were turning red. “Nothing. It’s just something my grandma used to make me say, instead of swearing.”

      Cece made a point of looking over both of her shoulders. “I ain’t seeing any grandma in here.”

      I shook my head. “Well, now it’s a habit. Leave me alone. We don’t all need to curse all the time.”

      “Hey, I don’t curse all the time.”

      I gave her a look.

      “Just half the time. Anyway, what were you going to say before you started cornstalking?”

      “Ethan Lee was going to call me as soon as he found out who it was—he was going to check the key logs—but I haven’t been in my room!”

      “What in the world are you doing here then? Go! Shift yourself!”

      I popped the last bit of a bagel and lox into my mouth, slurped down the rest of my coffee, and gave her a wave.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I hurried over to his office and when I arrived I was relieved to learn that he was on an early shift, and so he was there even though it was not yet nine.

      “You can go straight in,” said his orderly upon seeing me, jerking his head in the direction of the door.

      Ethan’s eyes flew wide as soon as I walked in through the door. “Adrienne! I’ve been worried sick about you.”

      “Worried? Why what’s up?” I asked, sitting down opposite him.

      “I called you last night but you didn’t answer, and then I checked your room and you weren’t there either.”

      “Oh, sorry! I decided to sleep in a friend’s cabin instead.”

      “Right. I thought of that, but you’d told me you didn’t want to change cabins.”

      I nodded. “I don’t want to change cabins. But last night, I just didn’t want to be alone. I stayed in my friend Cece’s room. She’s one of the housekeepers.”

      “Cece Blake? She’s a solid employee.”

      “Yep.” I was surprised he knew who she was. Then I thought about it a moment—actually, no I wasn’t. Cece was a pretty memorable character.

      “I pulled up the records and found out who accessed your room.”

      I dug my nails into my palms nervously. “Who?” I said, my voice quiet. I was pretty certain I knew who it was, but I kind of hoped it wasn’t her.

      “It was your boss. Sylvia.” Oh, cornstalks. “Can you think of any reason she may have had to enter your cabin?”

      I paused before answering, making sure I was certain. “I can’t think of a legitimate reason, no.”

      “Then it looks like we have a bit of a situation, doesn’t it?” He sat there in thought.

      “Well, where is she? Can we go and talk to her?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. She’s doing one of those behind the scenes tours for the VIP guests again. Important as this is, I can’t interrupt one of those sessions. She’s on a split shift today though, morning for the tour, and then she’s the MC at the cabaret this evening. I’ll try and catch her after she’s done for the morning.”

      I was annoyed we couldn’t go and grab her right away, but there was something else I needed to do anyway.

      “I think we need to go back to Murphy’s suite. Now.”

      “Murphy’s suite? Why?”

      “I think Sylvia was looking for something in my room. And she knew I’d been in Murphy’s suite. I want to see if there’s anything missing from Murphy’s stateroom. I bet you there is. I found her in there before, remember?”

      “I told you yesterday that I want you to stop investigating, Adrienne.”

      I shook my head at him. “But not now. I can’t. We’re so close. I’m going to Murphy’s suite, Ethan. Come with me if you want.”

      I turned on my heels and started to head out of his office.

      “Wait, I’m coming,” he called.

      Thank goodness he was. I didn’t even have a key to get me in there, and Cece deserved a break from our spree of breaking and entering.

      He soon caught up with me, and lockstep we quickly made our way through the ship, back to the scene of the crime.
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      While it had taken a keen eye to see that my room had been messed with, it did not take the same to tell that an intruder had been through Murphy’s room.

      “Oh, my,” I said as soon as the door was open.

      “I would have opened with something stronger than that,” said Ethan, giving my shoulder a squeeze.

      Whoever had searched my room had been careful not to mess it up too badly, but assuming it was the same person, they had no such qualms about wrecking the deceased’s cabin. I wasn’t sure if I should feel pleased about that, or not.

      Almost everything that could be moved had been moved, and not carefully—cushions from the sofa had been lifted up and tossed onto the floor, books and magazines opened and flung aside, clothes tossed, thrown, and heaped in a pile.

      “Seems like someone was looking for something,” said Ethan.

      “I want to take a look around, see if anything obvious has gone since last time I was here.”

      We stepped inside, and I could see Ethan frowning at the contamination of the crime scene. The rusty-colored bloodstain was half-concealed by a cushion from the sofa, which itself had been shoved a couple of feet backward, presumably to check underneath it.

      Toward the back of the room was the art history book I had noticed before, only now it was lying on the floor.

      “Have a look at this.” I walked over to it, and using a hand towel that was lying on the floor nearby I picked it up.

      Underneath the book was the letter that had previously been inside, the one which accused Greg Washington of trying to poison Murphy and demanding he be fired. The letter had been unfolded, and then tossed.

      “What is that?”

      “Here, there’s a letter. It was inside this book before, but the intruder apparently looked at it and tossed it aside. It was about Greg Washington—Murphy wanted him fired.”

      “And the intruder wasn’t interested in it?”

      I shrugged. “Nope. Doesn’t look like it.”

      Mentally, I pushed Greg even lower down my list of suspects. It would have been odd if he had searched the room and not taken the letter accusing him of wanting to kill the victim. It would suit Sylvia to have the letter still around, though.

      “I saw something else interesting last time I was here, too.”

      “Oh?”

      Ethan Lee was looking at me with what seemed to be interested respect, and a surge of pride welled up inside me. The first officer of the ship was looking to me for insight.

      “Come on, in here.”

      I led him into the master bedroom, and as I was doing so I wondered what Cece would say if I told her. You took Hot Stuff into the master bedroom of a VIP suite? And no one else was there?

      “By the nightstand, there was a thing.”

      He grinned at me. “A thing, huh?”

      I giggled. “Yeah. Hold on, I’ll see if it’s still here.”

      The top of the nightstand had been completely cleared. The lamp and coaster that were on top had been swept onto the floor, and the nightstand drawer removed, emptied, and tossed onto the bed.

      I dropped to my knees and searched around for the deposit slip, peering behind the nightstand, and where the bed covers hung down to see if it was underneath where they overhung. I couldn’t see it anywhere.

      Returning to my feet, I brushed myself off.

      “Right here, on the nightstand. There was a banking deposit slip, from a bank in the Caymans.”

      “The Caymans? As in, where we are right now?”

      I remembered Cece whispering in my ear that morning to wake me up.

      “Yeah. It was a bank in Grand Cayman. I think Murphy had an account there.”

      Ethan was tapping his chin thoughtfully. “I wonder why it was taken. Just a deposit slip, right? It didn’t have—I don’t know—a banking password scrawled on it, or something like that?”

      “Nope. It was just a receipt, from what I could tell.”

      “I don’t think you can really do anything with just a receipt, can you?” He wasn’t really asking me the question, just thinking out loud.

      “Right. You’d need identification or authorization of some kind to get access to an account. I think.”

      “Don’t have many secret bank accounts in The Caymans, Adrienne?”

      Laughing, I shook my head. “Do you?”

      “Nope. But occasionally I’ve heard guests talking about them at dinner.”

      “Yeah?”

      He nodded. “Oh yes, people open up about all kinds of things. I can’t count the times I’ve heard our VIP passengers exchanging tips on tax evasion, the best places for secret bank accounts, how to move their funds without incurring excessive fees, all that kind of stuff. For some of them, a cruise can be a kind of networking event for them.”

      “You must have met some interesting people,” I said.

      “Well, yes, but actually most of them aren’t all that interesting. All they talk about is money and business and cruising, and I’ve got no interest in any of that.”

      “But you pretend?”

      “Oh yeah. I learned that dining with my superior officers in the navy—each and every one of them is the most fascinating person you’ve ever had the pleasure of dining with. At least, that’s what you pretend.”

      “As long as the food’s good, I don’t care if the conversation is bad,” I said with a grin.

      “Then we should have a meal sometime. My conversations are boring but I know some good places to eat.”

      He was kidding… I think.

      I did the only reasonable thing I could think of in the circumstances and just laughed it off. He surely wasn’t asking me on a date in a burgled murder victim’s cabin. No way.

      “So you’re sure that deposit slip is missing? Anything else?” He was back to business now.

      “It’s hard to say if anything else was taken—look at this place, it’s a mess—but I am certain that slip was here and now it’s not.”

      “Well, that’s good enough for me. Let’s check out the rest of the suite though and see if there’s anything else we can learn.”

      We split up. I went back into the bathroom where I’d hidden before and had to hold my nose; the burglar had emptied out the bathroom cabinets onto the floor, smashing a small glass bottle of aftershave in the process. It must have been nearly full because the strong scent was overpowering. I couldn’t find anything of interest, though I did take a moment to inspect the bathtub to check for any evidence that I had been there—a stray hair or the like. When I was satisfied it was clean, I returned to the living area.

      We reconvened near the door.

      “Anything else?”

      “Nope, you?” I asked, glancing around one last time in case I’d missed something glaringly obvious.

      “Nada.”

      “Sylvia should be finished with that tour soon. I want to go and speak to her.”

      He was already shaking his head as soon as the first word had come out of my mouth.

      “No, Adrienne. For multiple reasons, I do not want you approaching Sylvia. I’m worried this is all getting out of hand. I’m going to need you to get to a public area of the ship—somewhere nice and busy, perhaps by one of the pools. And stay there.” He ran his hands through his short hair. “There’s a killer out there, Adrienne.”

      His tone was so sincere and unwavering I didn’t have the heart to argue with him. I wouldn’t win, and it would just make him mad at me.

      But I wasn’t just going to do nothing. No way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      After leaving the ship’s most annoying first officer, I went to seek out the best source of shipboard knowledge I knew: Cece Blake.

      “Hey girl, come to help me again?” she greeted when I caught her.

      She was outside of a cabin with her cleaning cart, pink gloves pulled up almost to her elbows and a bottle of disinfectant spray in one hand. The way she held it, she looked like a gunslinger ready for action.

      “There isn’t any more jello, is there?”

      She shook her head. “Not so far.”

      “Cece, I found out who it was that broke into my room.”

      “Do we know them?”

      “Yep,” I said with a tight smile. Cece was looking at me expectantly. “It was Sylvia.”

      “Sylvia? She broke into your room with her keycard?”

      “Yeah.”

      Cece seemed to be thinking, and she raised her hand to her mouth to bite nervously at a nail. She soon spit it out when she got a taste of the rubber cleaning glove. She shook her head in surprise and wiped her mouth on her cleaning apron.

      “Do you know where I can find her? She should be finished with a tour pretty soon. Where does she hang out?”

      “You want to find her? Is that wise? She may be the killer, Adrienne. Dangerous.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, well, I’m dangerous too.”

      She raised a corner of her mouth in an amused smirk. “Okay, hon, if you say so.” She put her hand on her hip. “She’ll be in the gym. The staff gym near the mess. That’s where she spends her free mornings. Want me to come with?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, I’m just going to have a chat with her. We don’t want to intimidate her.”

      “Watch out for flying brass lamps.”

      I laughed. “Yeah. If she’s on the treadmill holding several pounds of solid brass, I’ll be sure to stand back.”

      “You do that. Good luck, Adrienne.”

      “Thanks. Oh, and if you see the first officer, tell him I was heading to the lagoon pool. The big one.”

      “Ha. Will do. You don’t want to go on a gym date with Hot Stuff?”

      I shook my head “Annoying Stuff, more like. That’s what we should call him. He’s forbidden me from talking to Sylvia.”

      Cece appraised me anew. “Ooh, a rule breaker. What a rebel.” After a brief pause and a head nod, she said, “I like it.”

      

      After leaving Cece to get back to work, I hurried as quickly as I could toward the nearest service elevator to get down to the crew living and recreation section where the gym was located. Although I hadn’t actually used the gym facilities myself—tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow—I did know its general location.

      “Excuse me? Excuse me?”

      Hiding my frustration, I put on a smile for whoever it was interrupting me. I’d almost made it to the elevator.

      It was a mother and young daughter, and a flash of familiarity came over me. They’d been in the doctor’s office when Cece and I arrived to ask him about Murphy’s body.

      “Hello!”

      “You do the social media, right?”

      “Yep, guilty as charged,” I said. I must have had guilt on my mind.

      “Sandy here wants to be a famous video logger when she grows up. She’s always watching those videos online.”

      I nodded. Her and a million other kids. Maybe a hundred million.

      “Would you be able to take her picture? And put it online, on the ship’s website?”

      Both the little girl and her mother were watching me with wide, excited eyes. I couldn’t just blow them off and scurry away.

      “Oh! Of course! Sandy, isn’t it?”

      She nodded up at me, her blonde locks falling in her eyes and then quickly being brushed away with nimble little fingers.

      “Well, Sandy, why don’t you come just over here so that the sun is shining on you? It’ll make your hair glow.”

      I nudged her toward a large window where we would both be bathed in sunlight.

      “Are you going onto Grand Cayman today?”

      The mother nodded at me. “Oh, yes. Can you believe we’ve been to two different countries in a week? Is it nice there?”

      “I haven’t actually had the pleasure, but I heard it’s great.” I crouched down and held out my phone so I could take a portrait picture. “Sandy, give me your biggest, bestest smile!”

      She cocked her head at me. “Actually, it’s best, not bestest,” she corrected. While I frowned at the little smart aleck’s correction, she smiled like a child beauty pageant contestant and I got a couple of great pictures of her.

      “Sandy’s very photogenic,” I said to her mom.

      She nodded. “She is, isn’t she? Hold on.” Sandy’s mother tossed her bag onto the floor near the wall, and then crouched down next to her. “Get one with me, too!”

      The two of them both smiled so brightly I worried they might blind me. I took half a dozen more pictures of them, and annoyingly they looked great in all of them. Whenever pictures are taken of me, I look great in approximately zero percent of them.

      “When will the pictures go online? Can you do it now?”

      “Umm, it’ll be this afternoon.” I was taking a mental inventory of all the other things I had to do first—like solving a murder.

      The woman’s gorgeous smile fell into a frown.

      “I have to follow a schedule,” I said, not entirely untruthfully.

      Her expression brightened. “We’ll let you get to it. We’ll be checking as soon as we get back to the ship. Come along, Sandy! Let’s go to Grand Cayman.”

      With a smile and a wave, they headed off for their day trip.

      Just as I was about to hurry off myself, I saw that something had fallen out of the mother’s bag when she had tossed it against the wall. They had already rounded the corner and I didn’t have time to go chasing them.

      I bent over and saw that it was in fact a syringe. For a moment I frowned, then I recalled that the child was diabetic. It was empty, but what if it was important? I picked it up and rushed in the direction they’d gone, but they were lost among the other passengers.

      “Sandy?” I called out as loudly as I could.

      A few heads turned in my direction, but none of them were Sandy or her mother.

      “Ugh.” Muttering under my breath, I dropped the syringe into the chest pocket of my uniform blouse. The point of the needle had a plastic cap over it, so there was no danger of poking myself with it. Hopefully, Sandy and her mom had extra syringes in the bag, or they’d think to come back to the ship to get one if they needed it.

      Now, it was time to find Sylvia.

      The staff gym was similar in size to the gym I used to go to back home, but it had much newer equipment.

      The walls were covered in mirrors, making it feel larger and brighter than it actually was. There were no windows to the outside because we were near the center of the ship and below sea level; however, there were a couple of windows to the hallways that ran along either side of the gym.

      I peered through the windows before I entered, and my heart leaped when I saw that Sylvia was indeed where Cece said she would be. I hadn’t doubted Cece’s knowledge, but I was worried that Sylvia may not have been following her usual routine now that she had some new activities to occupy her time, like breaking into my room and probably turning over the Murphy’s room. Perhaps a side-order of murder too.

      Pushing my shoulders back and keeping my back straight—Grandma always told me it would make me more confident—I walked into the gym and headed toward the treadmills that ran along the right-hand wall, near the door.

      The place smelled of lemon air freshener, and it pulsed with fast music and the loud hum of Sylvia’s treadmill, the one closest to the entrance. The rest of the gym was empty as almost every staff member was working. It was the evening, and to a lesser extent early morning, when it got busy.

      Sylvia was wearing an expensive looking charcoal-gray tracksuit—a designer one that I had seen female celebrities wearing on a number of occasions. As I approached her, I almost giggled. There, sticking out the center pocket of her tracksuit jacket, was a white piece of paper that had been rolled up. It looked suspiciously like the deposit slip.

      “Too easy,” I whispered under my breath.

      “What!?” shouted Sylvia. Startled, I realized that she was staring at me in the mirror that was directly in front of her.

      Sylvia slapped the large STOP button in front of her, and as the machine rapidly began to slow, she turned around and began to walk backward while she glared at me.

      “What do you want?”

      If I hadn’t already been suspicious, I would have been after that. There was no ‘Adrienne darling’ this time, only what appeared to be defensive annoyance.

      “I know, Sylvia.” I gave her a look as cold as my tone.

      “Know? Know what?” She gripped the two arm supports on either side of her. I could see her knuckles turning white.

      “I know you broke into my room.”

      Sylvia laughed loudly, but it was a fake, forced chuckle.

      “I didn’t break into your room. I used my keycard. I had reason to believe that you had been tampering with evidence related to the death of Patrick Murphy.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I—”

      “Adrienne!” she shouted over me, interrupting. “Do you remember I found you in Murphy’s cabin? And do you remember what you said? That you were taking some pictures of that cleaner girl, working? It was garbage. Lies. I know for a fact that it was you that found the dead body. Did you really think I wouldn’t find out? And that I wouldn’t put two and two together?”

      I gulped. Although Cece and I hadn’t talked about it, in the back of my mind it had been a concern. I supposed I’d been relying on the fact that Sylvia was too proud and self-important to care which lowly employee it was that found the body.

      “So, I know you were lying about why you were in the room.”

      I glared at her, shaking my head. “Fine. But we were there trying to find out what happened. My friend is locked up and we were looking for evidence as to who committed the crime. And now we know who it was.”

      Sylvia cocked her head. “You do? Who?”

      “You! You broke into my room, and you broke into Murphy’s room again and searched it.”

      “No! I had nothing to do with his death.”

      I leaned forward toward Sylvia, our eyes locked together, and in a very low voice I said, “Yes, you did. You killed him, and then you broke into his room again, to steal...” My hands moving at lightning speed, I snatched the roll of paper from her tracksuit pocket. “This!” I shouted triumphantly.

      Sylvia’s hands flew out almost as fast as mine to snatch it back. But I was quicker. I jumped back and had unrolled the paper to confirm it was what I thought it was.

      “Give that back!”

      “Or what? You’ll kill me too?” I shook my head at her as I assessed her. What would happen if she attacked me? She looked to be quite a bit fitter and stronger than me. But hopefully I was faster...

      Sylvia took a deep breath, smiled at me, and when she spoke again it was in a more measured tone.

      “Adrienne, darling, look. This is all a misunderstanding. Do you see?”

      “No. If you didn’t kill Murphy, you’d better explain this all right now.”

      She seemed to be trying very hard to control her emotions, and largely, she succeeded.

      “I... I hope you can keep this to yourself. The thing is, Murphy, he and I had a kind of relationship.”

      “An affair?”

      She shook her head. “Oh goodness no. With him? Please. No, an arrangement. A business arrangement.”

      “Really? You and him were in business together?”

      She shook her head again. “Not like that. The thing is, I found him with some money, once. A large amount of money. He was depositing the money into bank accounts here, in Grand Cayman.”

      “I take it this is money he shouldn’t have had?”

      Sylvia shrugged. “He said it was from his business. That his partner was very difficult about distributing their profits, and he had to take matters into his own hands to get what was rightfully his. He said it was a secret though, and he’d give me a little bit of the money if I kept his secret.”

      “Sounds an awful lot like embezzlement to me.”

      “Does it? It all sounded very reasonable when he explained it to me.”

      I snorted. I bet it did. Anything can sound reasonable if you stand to profit greatly from it being reasonable—and not at all if you find it not to be.

      “That was the nature and extent of our business relationship. He brought his money to Grand Cayman, and he gave me a little gift each time as a thank you for not telling on him.”

      “Yeah, no. That’s either blackmail or bribery, depending on how much of what you’re saying isn’t being phrased to make you look good.”

      She was shaking her head at me as if I was too dumb to understand what she was explaining. As if it was perfectly reasonable for a businessman to secretly take thousands of dollars from a business, bribe cruise ship staff, and then stash it away in the Caymans.

      “Give me back the deposit slip, please, Adrienne.”

      I shook my head. “No. Now what happened to Murphy?”

      “I don’t know! Someone killed him! But it certainly wasn’t me. Why would I? He was my gravy train!”

      “He’s dead, and you broke into his cabin, and mine. It looks very bad for you, Sylvia.”

      She shook her head adamantly. “But it couldn’t be me, do you see? I would lose out on all the money. You should look at his business partner.”

      “Carl?”

      She nodded her head forcefully, as if she could convince me to drop the whole investigation into her through the power of her neck muscles.

      “Yes! Carl! Murphy was taking money out of their business. And then he shows up on the very same cruise! A coincidence? I think not! It must have been him. Do you see?”

      I glared at her. If she was telling the truth—which I wasn’t convinced of in the slightest—it did make sense that Carl would have been mad at Murphy. But mad enough to kill?

      “How much did Murphy take?”

      “I don’t know exactly, but it’s been going on for at least two years that I know of. Four cruises to the Caymans a year. At least a couple of hundred thousand each time.”

      So, millions. Millions of dollars. Would that be enough to make his business partner kill him? Maybe. People certainly get killed over a lot less.

      “And how much was he bribing you with?”

      She grimaced. “Bribe is an ugly word, Adrienne. He was merely paying me for my services.”

      “What services?” I said with eyebrows raised.

      “The service of being quiet, and maintaining his secret. Do you see?”

      A deep familiar voice began to speak and I shuddered. I’d be in for it now.

      “That is not a service, Sylvia. That is a bribe,” said Ethan Lee, stepping into the room. “Apart from the illegality of the matter, it’s also against the company rules for staff to charge customers additional fees for services they provide outside of those offered by Swan Cruises. So, even if it were true that you were engaging in a business transaction, it would be a fireable offense.”

      “But I needed the money, do you see?” Sylvia stepped off the treadmill and glanced around the room as if searching for additional exits. There were none.

      “Sylvia, I’m relieving you of your duties immediately until a full disciplinary hearing can be held. We will also be contacting the police and providing them with any assistance they request, if they decide to investigate and prosecute you.”

      She sniffed. “This is outrageous. I was simply trying to provide good customer service for a VIP guest. There’s no need for your disciplinary committee. You can’t fire me, because I quit, do you see? I shall disembark the ship immediately.” She stepped past me. “Excuse me.”

      Ethan Lee was standing in front of the door and he did not budge.

      “I said excuse me!”

      “No. You’re not going anywhere until this has been resolved.”

      “You can’t stop me! It’s a free country!”

      “Sylvia, you’re going to the brig.”

      She blinked repeatedly, outraged by his statement.

      “No! You can’t! I’m the cruise director!”

      As if on cue, a uniformed security guard appeared at the door. Ethan had obviously called for backup as soon as he found out Sylvia’s location.

      “Help me secure her hands behind her back, and we’ll escort her to the holding cells.”

      “No! I shall not be held captive!”

      Ethan and the younger officer managed to get her hands behind her back, and they used a pair of handcuffs to secure them.

      “Unhand me! Release me! I demand it! This instant! Adrienne, tell them!”

      “Come on, you know the way,” said Ethan as he nudged her toward the door.

      “Adrienne! I command you to help me!”

      I shook my head at her.

      “I’m not going anywhere!”

      Sylvia let her legs fall limp, but before she could crash into the floor, she was grabbed under the arms by the two men.

      “You’re not going to make this easy for us, are you?”

      “No! I am not! Get off me! Leave me alone!”

      As Sylvia refused to cooperate, they had to physically drag her out of the room.

      Just before they exited, Ethan looked over his shoulder at me.

      “Adrienne! Don’t go... argh...”

      Sylvia had headbutted him and wore a manic look of satisfaction on her face, highlighted by a streak of lipstick which went up from one corner of her mouth up to near her eye.

      Ethan Lee never got to finish what he was trying to say to me as he dragged her away.

      Which was just as well, as I was almost certainly going to ignore it.
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      I sat on a weight bench while debating what to do next. Sylvia was even more insane than I had realized, but I didn't think she had killed Murphy. She liked his money too much.

      If money was the motivation, then Carl was the obvious suspect—though if someone else had figured out a way to access Murphy’s accounts in the Caymans, then it could be anyone.

      But when you're deep into an investigation, you go with the most likely explanation first, and that meant I had to speak to Carl. Now.

      I rushed out of the gym and headed toward the front of the ship where I would get a service elevator up to the VIP cabin section.

      Something gnawed at me. Was I going to run straight into a death trap? If Carl was the killer...

      I shook my head. I'd tell Cece where I was going. If I didn't come back, she'd know what was up.

      Her housekeeping section was almost directly above my current location and I hurried up there as fast as I could.

      I caught her exiting a room, cart in front of her.

      "Hey! How's it going? Did you find Sylvia?"

      I nodded. "Yep. She was taking bribes from Murphy. And Murphy was stealing from Carl Turner, his business partner."

      Cece scratched her head. "Then... Carl killed Murphy?"

      "That's what I think. So, I'm going there now, to his cabin."

      "Whoa, whoa, whoa," said Cece, holding up a big pink-gloved palm.

      "Yeah, I know, stupid. That's why I came to you. If I don't come back in thirty minutes, tell Ethan Lee."

      She shook her head. "No way. You want me to go, 'Yo, Hot Stuff, Adrienne went to go tackle a murderer so I just waved her off—but she didn't come back, she's probably dead.'"

      "Umm…"

      Cece shook her head. "No way. I'm coming with."

      I smiled. It was nice to know someone had my back.

      "Can you just leave?" I said, lifting my chin toward the cleaning cart.

      "Cece Blake does whatever Cece Blake wants. You should know that by now."

      Giggling, I grabbed her by the wrist. "Well come on then!"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Five minutes later, we stood outside Carl's cabin, our hands on our knees, panting.

      "We should have... taken it a bit slower," I said.

      She righted herself again, straightening her back as she wiped her brow, and lifted me up to a standing position again.

      "Coulda, woulda, shoulda. Let's do this thang."

      Before I could hesitate, she'd used her keycard and already the lock had gone green and the motor to unlock the door was whirring. It opened with a loud thunk.

      She pushed the door hard and we stepped inside.

      It was then that I remembered something.

      The reason I had gone to Cece in the first place was so that someone would know if something happened to me. But now that she'd come with me, there was no one who would know where we were.

      Cece was already marching ahead. It was too late to back out now.

      I was hoping we’d find Carl sitting neatly in front of a big stack of money that he'd taken from Murphy. It would have been a tidy end to the whole mess.

      Unfortunately, that was not what we found.

      I couldn't see anything immediately out of the ordinary in the living room. Across the room, the french doors had been slid open to let in a breeze, and the room was much as I remembered it.

      "This way," hissed Cece, heading straight for the master bedroom.

      I followed as fast as I could, and just as Cece got to the bedroom door she stopped abruptly, causing me to crash into her. She stumbled forward, and I fell. When we regained our balance, we were both standing inside the room.

      Then I saw what made Cece stop so abruptly.

      Directly in front of us was Carl. But he was not sitting there counting a stack of money. He was lying on the bed, eyes wide open. Stock still. Dead.

      "What in the name of..."

      Cece grabbed my arm and I was grateful for the touch. I'd never seen a dead body until Murphy, almost a week before. Now this was number two.

      "What do you think happened?" I asked, rather foolishly.

      "I think he got shot is what happened," said Cece.

      The white sheets around Carl were no longer white; they were stained bright red with fresh, wet blood.

      Then I got the shock of my life.

      "That's exactly what happened. Now, slowly place your hands on your heads, and then very slowly turn around. Any sudden moves and you'll be deader than Carl. And he's very, very dead."
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      Moving like molasses, I did as I was told, and when I turned around, I saw that there was indeed a gun being pointed at me—held in the very steady, and very firm grip of Janice Murphy.

      "Bet you didn't expect this, did you?" she said with an expression that lay somewhere between amused and triumphant with a generous dollop of cockiness on top.

      I shrugged. "Not that surprised. It was either going to be you or Carl. Actually, I thought it might be the two of you, in cahoots."

      She glared at me, not pleased that I was unsurprised.

      "I always figured you were a crazy old broad," said Cece with a little laugh. "But you're even crazier than I thought."

      Janice did not like being called crazy. Her expression had turned dangerously dark and there was the hint of a tremor at the muzzle of her gun.

      "Quiet! Both of you! Stop bluffing. You had no idea it was me. I had you all fooled with that drunk act. Did you know they were all alcohol-free cocktails? I was acting! Acting the whole time! And you were all too dumb to figure it out."

      "Obviously," said Cece, rolling her eyes.

      Janice gritted her teeth and clenched her jaw. The gun trembled more intensely.

      I frowned, not really fully understanding yet though. "Why did you kill Carl? Weren't you going to split the money?"

      "Share with that moron? Why would I do that?"

      I remembered catching her in his cabin, her lipstick smeared all over his face. "But weren't you having an affair?"

      She smiled now, her anger fading as she got to explain how clever she thought she was. "That moron was in love with me. Had been for twenty years. I told him to follow us on this cruise. I told him I'd sneak to his cabin every day. Of course, he didn't know I planned on killing Patrick."

      "So, just to confirm, that was definitely you," said Cece.

      "Of course," said with a little smile of pride.

      "Why?" I asked her.

      "He was a disgusting, horrible old man. His only redeeming quality was his money. So I figured, why not just take the money and lose the man? He thought he was so clever, having his secret accounts in the Caymans, but he wasn't all that clever. Oh no. I knew all about it. At least, I thought I did."

      "But what about Carl?" I asked.

      She nodded her head toward him with a sigh. "He didn't know I planned to kill Patrick, and he was a giant wimp about it. Afterward, he kept saying 'it's not right,' or 'you shouldn't have done that,' like a sniveling child. I was going to pay him off to keep quiet, but he kept saying stuff like 'I shouldn't' and what if we get caught?' I'd had it up to here with him. Why couldn't he just take a little bribe and keep it to himself? If he hadn't been so in love with me, he would have turned me in right away. Anyway, I couldn't trust him. And why bribe him when I could just keep the money for myself? So I told him I loved him too, and then killed him.

      “It worked out marvelously, because now this idiot's going to take the fall for killing Patrick. He's got the perfect motive: Patrick was stealing his money. He killed Patrick in the heat of the moment, but then, overwhelmed with guilt, he killed himself. At least that's what his suicide note is going to say once I print it out. I'll toss him over the side tonight—plop—and all my problems are solved."

      "That's really awful."

      She shook her head. "No, it's not. It's business."

      I shuddered at her idea of 'business.'

      "But I guess we ruined your whole plan, huh?" said Cece.

      "Not at all, dear. Now you're included in it. Plop… plop… plop.”
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      “Now, if you’d like to step outside to the balcony.”

      Cece and I looked at each other. She shrugged her shoulders and gave a half-nod.

      “Now!” shrieked Janice, gesturing with her gun.

      I wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but we did as we were told. A gun in the face can be very persuasive.

      We slowly walked out of the bedroom, across the living room, and out the sliding glass doors onto the balcony.

      “Phones!” she shouted.

      I pulled my phone out of the back pocket of my jeans. Cece pulled hers out of the front pocket of her cleaning apron.

      “We knew you were a thief, but this is low,” said Cece.

      “I’m not stealing your phones, you idiot. Toss them.”

      I held mine in my hand and begin to swing my arm to gently toss it inside.

      “Stop, you idiot! Toss them over the side of the ship.”

      My cheeks flushed lightly in embarrassment, and then I felt even more ridiculous. How could I be feeling that at a time like this?

      “Farewell, friend,” I said to my work-issued iPhone before throwing it over the side of the ship.

      “I’m due for an upgrade anyway,” said Cece, nonchalantly throwing hers over her shoulder.

      “Now wait there!” Janice shouted.

      When the door closed behind us, we let out a pair of deep sighing breaths.

      “She’s nuts,” said Cece, shaking her head.

      “Mad as a hatter,” I agreed. “She can’t really be planning on killing both of us!”

      “She’d have killed us already if that’s what she wanted,” Cece said, smiling confidently.

      Her smile put me slightly at ease and I allowed my shoulders to relax a little. “How do you think she got away with shooting him? Why didn’t someone report the gunshot?”

      “Ships are noisy. With the engine droning in the background, and all the steel doors everywhere, a gunshot would blend right in. These cabins are pretty soundproof too, especially the VIP ones. Of course, she is going to get found out though.”

      “Oh?” I said with a tremor of excitement. Maybe Cece had somehow left a message or given a signal while we were on our way over.

      “Sure. Housekeeping are going to notice a giant pool of blood on the bed sheets. And if she tosses them over too, well they’re going to notice that. A suicide wouldn’t take the sheets with them.”

      “Umm. When will housekeeping be here?”

      “Tomorrow morning,” Cece said quietly.

      “We’re in serious trouble, aren’t we?” I said. My shoulders rose up to around my ears, and my throat felt tight.

      Cece shook her head defiantly and began looking around the balcony. “Find a weapon.”

      We looked up and down the balcony. It extended the entire length of the suite, though it did not appear to contain anything even vaguely resembling a weapon. At both ends of the balcony was a wall that went right up to the ceiling of the deck. There was no way to cross to the neighboring cabin’s balcony in the VIP suites.

      “In the good old days, there would have been a solid glass ashtray out here, to whack her over the head with,” complained Cece.

      “Or maybe a whaling harpoon,” I suggested, earning a wry smile in response.

      The closest thing to a weapon out here was the furniture, but there were two significant problems with it. First, it was bulky and made of wicker; it was awkward and without much heft to it. You wouldn’t do much damage to a psychopath with it. But second, and even more glaring a problem, was the fact that it was bolted to the deck below us, presumably so it didn’t get washed away in high seas or blown away in a gale before it could be brought inside.

      “We could try yelling,” I suggested.

      Cece tapped her chin.

      “We could. But there’s hardly anyone around. They’re mostly onshore. And even if we did yell, we’d need someone to be out on their balcony pretty close to here to hear us.”

      The ship was docked, but we were on the ocean-facing side meaning we couldn’t signal to anyone ashore.

      “But,” she conceded, “it’s better than nothing. Are you ready to yell your little lungs out?”

      “Little? Girl, clearly you don’t know Nebraska farm girls. We’ve got lungs for days. You better cover your ears.”

      Cece had a grin on her face, though it was a nervous one. “On three. One, two—”

      Ding-dong!

      “—was that the doorbell?” was how Cece finished her countdown, which was not exactly the traditional manner.

      Above our heads was an outdoor speaker, which had indeed rung like a doorbell. It had been installed so that when the Very Important People were outside doing Very Important Things on their balcony, they could hear if another Very Important Person dropped by for a visit. Even when the triple-glazed, soundproofed french doors were closed.

      Cece raised her eyebrows and nodded, a little smile on her lips. We hurried back to the windows, and held our hands up to the glass so we could peer through.

      On the other side of the glass, Janice, now wearing a low-cut silk robe, was approaching the door, a bottle of champagne in one hand and a wine flute in the other. She looked like she’d just been interrupted during a private celebration.

      We couldn’t hear anything through the thick windows, but we could look and watch the body language. Janice shimmied her way to the door in a kind of music-less dance. She couldn’t have looked happier if you handed her a basket of kittens. She pulled open the door and we stared eagerly to see who it was and whether they could save us.

      “Hot Stuff!” said Cece in excitement.

      First Officer Ethan Lee was at the door, asking her something. With laser focus, I stared at his mouth, wondering what it was he was saying and regretting that I never learned to read lips.

      After they exchanged a sentence each, Janice swung the cabin door all the way open, and flung her arm out in a gesture of welcome. Ethan began to enter and Janice let him lead the way while she closed the door behind him.

      “Quick! Hit the glass! Get his attention!”

      As one, Cece and I swung our balled-up fists into the glass door, whacking it and causing it to shake in its frame. Ethan looked up, tilted his head in mild confusion, and then went wide-eyed when he saw our panicked faces hammering at the glass out on the balcony.

      “He saw us!”

      “Oh… cornstalks!”

      Janice, who was following behind him, saw what we were doing, and panicked. Or maybe it had been her plan all along.

      Holding the wine bottle by the neck, she swung it hard and fast and caught him right in the back of the head.

      He crumpled like his legs had turned to pineapple jello.

      With a satisfied grin, Janice looked at us through the glass, then shook her head as if disappointed in us. After glaring through the glass, something seemed to cross her mind and she ran out of the room, back toward the master bedroom suite. She was back a moment later, gun in hand again and an angry look on her face. Ethan remained motionless on the floor.

      “Do you think he’s…” I said.

      Cece shook her head. “No way. He’ll be fine.” Her voice didn’t have her normal cocky confidence though. This time, I didn’t think she was all that sure.

      Janice unlocked the french sliding doors.

      “In. Now. I can’t trust you out there. I thought it would be easier if I just kept you out there, so you’d be ready for tonight, but nope, I’ve lost all faith in you. I don’t want you yelling like demented harpies and ruining everything. Things are getting complicated enough as it is.”

      I stepped forward but she immediately trained the gun on me. “Hands on your head first!”

      Doing as we were told, we went back inside, hands on our heads, gun trained on us the entire time.

      “That way, that way! To the bathroom in the master suite!”

      We started to do as we were told, then she seemed to change her mind. “Stop!”

      So we did.

      Her plan seemed to be shifting moment by moment. She liked to appear to be clever and in control, but she wasn’t. Janice was rapidly losing her grasp on the situation, but I didn’t think she realized it.

      “Take him with you!” She waved her gun in the direction of the unconscious first officer.

      Slowly, hands still on our heads, we walked toward him.  Standing over him, I was relieved to see that he was breathing slowly and deeply as if he was asleep. There was a small blood stain around his head, but at least he wasn’t dead.

      “I don’t think we can lift him.”

      “Drag him by his hair!” Janice screeched.

      Cece shook her head at me and grabbed one of his hands. Following her lead, I took his other hand, and even though he was unconscious the warmth of his skin reassured me. Everything was going to be all right.

      It wasn’t just the warmth of his hand that made me think things would be okay. There was another reason.

      When I leaned over, I felt something brush against my collar bone. It was the needle that’d fallen out of Sandy’s mother’s bag. I had placed it in the pocket of my blouse and promptly forgotten all about it. I had a weapon after all.

      Slowly, we dragged him across the room and into the bedroom where Carl was still sprawled on the bed. Ethan Lee didn’t look light, and in reality he was even heavier than he appeared. Stupid big heavy muscles, I thought.

      “Stop, just a moment,” I said, breathing heavily. “Can we take a pillow with us? For his head?”

      Janice gave me a contemptuous look.

      “Oh, sure! And do you want me to call an air ambulance? And give you all a massage?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great,” said Cece.

      “Idiots! Keep dragging!”

      I leaned down to pick up his hand again, but as I did so I let out a little yelp and toppled over, losing my balance. I fell onto my front, with my hands underneath me.

      It was pretty convincing, at least I thought so.

      While I was face down on the floor, I surreptitiously slipped the needle out of my blouse pocket and removed the plastic cap from the end. It took less than two seconds.

      “Up, get up! Or I’ll make you stay down for good!” Janice cackled at herself.

      “You all right?” asked Cece, putting a hand on my shoulder.

      “I think… I think I sprained my wrist…” I panted and squinted my eyes as I spoke, making a show of holding my right wrist with my left hand. What neither Cece nor Janice could see, however, was that my right hand was holding the needle. The way I held my left hand and arm blocked their view, and my whining and panting distracted them further. I bet they both thought I was a wimp.

      “I think…” I panted and gasped. “…it’s broken. Look!”

      I slowly lifted my left hand away, and then faster than I’d ever moved in my life, I whipped my ‘broken’ hand through the air and slammed the point of the needle directly into Janice’s hand.

      “Owww!” she screeched and immediately dropped the gun.

      “Argh!” she shouted as the firearm struck a bone atop her bare foot with an audible crack.

      Before I could make another move, Cece had charged into Janice like a bull into a particularly annoying matador, driving her shoulder deep into the woman’s solar plexus.

      Janice’s shouting and screaming stopped abruptly as Cece drove all the air out of her lungs. She dropped to the floor like a sack of bricks, with my friend the housekeeper-from-hell landing on top of her.

      Panting, I stood there, staring at Cece. She shifted so she was sitting on top of Janice, and grinned back at me. She held up a hand, and I leaned over and high-fived her.

      “Good job,” she said. “Thank goodness for your secret drug habit.”

      “I don’t have a—” I stopped when I realized she was kidding, then let myself gently collapse onto the floor beside her. We leaned against each other, gasping and giggling like we hadn’t nearly just been murdered in hot blood.

      Someone else began to stir.

      “Could I get a pillow? My head is killing me.”

      “The wine went straight to your head, Hot Stuff,” I said with a tired smile.

      It was then I truly knew everything was going to be all right.
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      Ethan Lee spent the rest of the day in the sickbay, where Cece kept him company. Coincidentally, Dr. Ryan Wilson spent an awfully large amount of his day doing the exact same thing.

      A less kind observer than me might have thought neither Cece nor the doctor were there primarily for the injured victim, but instead for the pleasure of each other’s company.

      Before I left Cece and the doctor, however, I got the patient to agree to Sam’s immediate release from her confinement, and permission to deliver the good news to her myself.

      I splashed some water on my face before heading down to the brig. There were now three occupied cells. Only a few more criminals and they’d have to start requisitioning some of the crew’s quarters.

      The brig was also a lot noisier than the last time I’d been there.

      “It’s your fault for killing him, you stupid cow!” screeched Sylvia from one cell.

      “You were stealing from us for years! You owe me! I always get what I’m owed!” wailed Janice from another.

      “Oh, you’ll get what’s coming to you! You killed my golden goose and you’re going to get the electric chair! That’ll teach you, do you see!?”

      “I’ve got lawyers so good I’ll be given a Congressional Medal of Honor before this is all over, you conniving little rat!”

      “Yeah, well—”

      I tuned out the manic shouting and used Cece’s keycard to unlock Sam’s cell.

      “Addy!”

      “Sam!”

      We hugged each other so tightly I was surprised one of us wasn’t injured as a result. This was the longest we’d been apart since her family took her to Yellowstone for two weeks when we were eleven.

      “Good news,” I said when I finally escaped her grasp and had recovered my breath. “We found out who did it.”

      “Yeah. I kind of heard,” said Sam, nodding her head toward the door. We could still hear the two criminals screeching at each other.

      “Oh. So you heard everything, then?” I said, disappointed.

      Sam shook her head, her short blonde hair moving just a bit slower than her face and catching up with a whip when she stopped. “No. Way. You have to tell me everything. Everything. I don’t think I can trust what I’ve overheard those two yelling about. And the acoustics here are lame.”

      “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

      We hurried out of the room, arm tightly interlocked in arm, like if we let each other go for even a second the other might get whisked away again.

      It took until almost midnight to tell her everything, and by that time I was so exhausted I couldn’t keep my eyes open a moment longer. I think I fell asleep right about the time I got to “…used Cece’s keycard to unlock your cell.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I was awoken by a loud ringing.

      “Turn it off,” I mumbled.

      “It’s the phone, not an alarm clock,” said Sam.

      While I slowly blinked the sleep out of my eyes, Sam answered it. A moment later, she was patting me on the shoulder. “It’s for you.”

      The room was small enough that the receiver’s cord could easily stretch to my bed, and Sam pushed the phone right up against my ear.

      So I started the day with my head resting on my pillow, eyes closed, while Ethan Lee whispered sweet nothings in my ear. Well, almost.

      “Adrienne? Please come to my office immediately.”

      “Wait… aren’t you in sickbay?”

      “No, I’m in my office,” he said, slowly.

      I forced my eyes open to see Sam staring at me with a curious expression on her face.

      “But…”

      “Now, please, Adrienne. Thanks.”

      “What’s the time, Sam?” I asked with a croaky voice. I hadn’t had anywhere near enough sleep.

      “It’s nearly ten.”

      “Whoa. I overslept.” I sat up. “And I lost my phone. Can I borrow yours? I’ve got to Tweet and post—”

      She raised her index finger to her lips. “Shh. No, you don’t. Sylvia’s gone. You’re boss-less.”

      That perked me up and I forced myself to my feet with a smile. “Good point. I guess I better go see the first officer and see what he wants. Maybe he’ll give me a replacement phone.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t go right over. No way. You don’t hop right out of bed and run straight to First Officer Hot Stuff’s cabin. Not even if it was on fire. I spent a good ten minutes trying to make myself look presentable, but not so much that it looked like I had tried.  It’s a careful balance.

      With my hair tied up in a ponytail, my best pair of jeans, and a white blouse, I walked over to his office. The uniform blouse I had been wearing the day before had somehow lost two buttons, and the other one I had been issued with was sitting in the bottom of my closet waiting to have a ketchup stain washed out of it.

      When I arrived, the orderly just waved me in with a, “Good morning, go ahead.”

      Inside the office, Ethan Lee was sitting behind his big important-person desk, his starched white uniform almost gleaming, as was the bandage that was wrapped around his head.

      “Sit,” he said, indicating one of the pair of chairs that sat in front of his desk.

      I bit my lip and sat down, knees pressed tightly together. Why weren’t we sitting on the pair of leather sofas, like usual?

      “Adrienne, Adrienne, Adrienne,” he said.

      I frowned at him. Did he have brain damage after yesterday?

      “Are you sure you’re okay to work?”

      “Of course I am. We need to go over a few disciplinary matters.”

      Oh, great. No thanks for saving my life. No thanks for solving the murder. Disciplinary matters? What was this?

      “The first concerns your friend and colleague, Sam. I should be talking to her directly, but since she’s spent so much time in the brig I didn’t think it fair to drag her in here right away. Since you’re such good friends, I thought I might use you as the messenger.  Is that all right with you?”

      “I guess. Have you found another crime to accuse her of?”

      He didn’t laugh. Nor did he smile. He looked a little sad, in fact.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      My heart sunk and I squeezed my fingers into my knees in nervousness.

      “What is it?”

      “When your friend applied for her job, she claimed five years of experience working on cruise ships. Since it was a last minute position, full background checks weren’t carried out. Or rather, they were, while we were at sea. We just got the results of that check.”

      Oh no. After all that she’d been through they’d found out that she had been hired under false pretenses.

      “And?”

      “And she’s never worked on any kind of cruise ship. That’s right, isn’t it, Adrienne? There isn’t some bizarre reason there are no records of her, like she completely changed her name and forgot to tell us about it?”

      Oh, that could have been a good excuse! A bit late now though. I shook my head at him sadly. While my expectations for our meeting this morning hadn’t been too high, they had certainly been more optimistic than what this meeting was turning into.

      “Can you confirm that for me verbally?”

      In the smallest audible voice I could muster, I did so. “She hasn’t worked on a ship before. She wanted to get the job to be close to me. She… lied.”

      Still squeezing my fingers into my knees, I felt hollow inside, like I was betraying my friend. But she’d been found out already, I wasn’t giving them any new information. I felt terrible though.

      “Okay, thank you for that. Let’s move on to you, now.”

      “Wait. What’s going to happen to her?”

      “I’ll come to that shortly. I’m afraid we have to talk about you now, Adrienne, and what happened yesterday.”

      “Right.” In that moment, I felt small and weak. All my happiness from having Sam back and what I thought had been the success of the day before was gone, fluttered away like it had never existed.

      “Yesterday, I told you not to speak to Sylvia, and what did you do?”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “I… ran into her at the gym. A public place.”

      He lowered his chin and met my eyes. “You didn’t know she would be there?”

      “Well, I may’ve had an inkling…”

      “That’s what I thought.” He clasped his hands together, interlocking his fingers and letting them rest on the desktop. “And then I told you not to go to Carl Turner’s cabin.”

      I shook my head. I remembered that part very clearly. “No, you didn’t. You were too busy dealing with Sylvia. She was quite a handful.”

      “Really?” He looked up to the ceiling as if trying to remember. “She was quite difficult, wasn’t she?”

      With a nod, I confirmed that she had indeed been a lot of trouble.

      He unclasped his hands and stood up, though with less precision and confidence than what I remembered. He walked around the desk until he was standing beside my chair.

      “Stand.”

      I stood up, and found myself looking up into his eyes.

      “Adrienne, yesterday you acted very foolishly. It was a dangerous situation, and it nearly didn’t end as well as it did.”

      “I know. But I couldn’t leave Sam locked up for a murder she didn’t commit. You see that, right?”

      As I breathed in, I inhaled a whiff of his aftershave, a piney scent with a hint of a muskier sandalwood underneath. My head almost went giddy. I gave it a little shake. I must still be recovering from all my exertions, I reasoned. There couldn’t be any other reason the awful first officer’s aftershave would be making my head spin. I was probably allergic to it, in fact.

      “Yes, I suppose I understand. But there’s something else.”

      “Oh?” My voice was nearly as glum as I felt.

      “I warned you not to run off and put yourself in danger, but then I did the very same thing myself.” He lifted a hand and ran it over the bandage around his head. “If it wasn’t for you… well…”

      What was this? A little surge of hope sprang up inside of me. It sounded an awful lot like the bad stuff was over, and now he was going to thank me. Play it cool, Adrienne.

      “If it wasn’t for me and Cece distracting you through the window, Janice never would have got the chance to hit you with the bottle.”

      He tilted his head. “Oh. Good point.” He paused, thinking for a moment. “Then I guess I don’t owe you at all.”

      His face was so serious I almost couldn’t tell he was joking. Almost. The corners of his mouth quirked up and the tension in the room shattered into a million pieces and flew away. He wasn’t mad at me.

      “Hey! I was just being nice! She totally would have shot a hole in your head instead of just giving you a little love tap with a bottle,” I said with a firm nod.

      He ran his hand over the bandage again. “That was a love tap? Remind me to stay away from feisty women. But, back to the topic at hand. You broke a ton of rules, Adrienne. I can’t even list them all. Cece too. Speaking of which, why does her keycard open all the doors? That is a massive security breach. Nope, there’s got to be a punishment. All three of you have committed fireable offenses.”

      If my heart had sunk a little before, now it plummeted straight to the bottom of my stomach.

      “However, you have also provided valuable services.”

      And like a bobbing cork, my heart popped right back up again. He was such an annoying tease I was tempted to reach up and strangle him.

      “Adrienne, for your punishment…”

      I stared up at him, trying to look as annoyed as I felt.

      “…I order you and Sam and Cece to accompany me as my guests of honor at the Masque Ball tonight. Furthermore, Sam can, if she wishes, continue her employment on a six-month trial basis. If her work is acceptable, she’ll be given a permanent contract.”

      “What?”

      “I said—”

      I poked him hard in the chest. “Yeah, I got it! Why did you have to be so mean?”

      He grinned at me. “Well you did disobey my orders more times than I can count.”

      “You’re a mean, mean, mean, boss.”

      “I’m not as bad as Sylvia though, you see that right?”

      I poked him again. “It’s do you see, not you see that right. Man, you may be a bigwig around here, but you’ve still got a lot to learn.”

      “Yeah. Actually, I have a question.”

      I stared at him for a second. “That didn’t sound like one.”

      He laughed and patted me on the shoulder. “That wasn’t it. No, I could have sworn you called me something strange when I woke up in that cabin yesterday. You said something about drinking too much wine, and you called me something. What was it?”

      I shook my head and willed my cheeks not to flush. They did not comply.

      “Why are your cheeks red?” he asked with a frown. With a thumb he gently touched my left cheek. “It feels warm, kind of hot…”

      I stepped back, my cheeks going even more crimson than before. “I don’t remember. We were all very confused—speaking of which, I’d better go tell the girls we’re going to be at the ball so that we can decide what to wear and get ready. Is there anything else?” I was running my words together so quickly I felt like an auctioneer.

      “No, that’ll be all for now, Adrienne.”

      

      I left the office with a smile on my face. Sam was back with me, I’d solved a murder, made a wonderful new friend, and First Officer Ethan Lee had kinda, maybe asked me to be his date to the Masque Ball.

      As I sailed down the hallway, I felt like I was floating. Life at sea wasn’t so bad after all. I couldn’t wait to get to my room and share the good news with Cece and Sam.
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        * * *

      

      When I got to my room, I knocked on the door, and called out softly, “Sam, you in there?”

      There was no reply, which didn’t surprise me too much. As I was leaving to go talk to First Officer Ho—Ethan Lee, Sam had said something about going over to the staff canteen and grabbing some serious breakfast, since she hadn’t had much of an appetite in the brig.

      I figured Sam wasn’t yet back from her huge breakfast, so I swung open the door and stepped inside.

      The envelope was the first thing I saw, lying about a foot away from the door. I looked at, puzzled, wondering if it was some kind of notice being sent to all the staff—in the old-fashioned way? Rather than via email or even a staff meeting?

      I shrugged it off. This cruise hadn’t exactly lived up to my normal expectations so far, so what was one more strange thing happening?

      I flipped the tab of the envelope and pulled out a sheet of paper, unfolding it to reveal a note.

      Except this clearly wasn’t a generic message to all staff.

      This message was meant for me.

      Comprising of cut-out magazine letters pasted on to form the words, the letter simply said, “I Know What You Did Last Summer.”

      A chill ran down the back of my neck, and I turned around quickly, feeling as though I was being watched.

      But I’d closed the cabin door behind me. There couldn’t be someone watching me.

      I stepped up to the keyhole, and peered through.

      No one in the hallway.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, then looked down at the note again.

      Memories, unbidden, flashed through my mind. The darkness, the panic, and then… it was over.

      I gave myself a shake. Could this be some kind of prank? Someone spoofing a popular horror movie?

      No, if someone was mocking me for investing the murder, they’d have sent a note saying something like, “Nancy Drew Strikes Again,” or “Happy Hunting, Scooby Doo!”

      Not this creepy piece of paper I held in my hand.

      The sound of voices down the hallway had me opening my door, and I peered out to see Sam and Cece walking toward my cabin, laughing about something together.

      They stopped when they saw my face though, their laughter replaced with worried eyes.

      “Is everything okay?” Sam asked. “Did things go well with the first officer?”

      “It’s all great,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. “You didn’t leave me a note or something lying on the floor, did you?”

      I glanced from Sam to Cece, trying to see if they knew anything, but they both just looked confused.

      “What kind of note?” said Cece. “Were we supposed to?”

      “No, no,” I said, forcing out a laugh. “I was just—anyway, I’ve got great news! Officer Lee’s invited us to go to the ball with him, as his guests of honor!”

      With whoops of delight, the three of us went back into the cabin, and I closed the door firmly behind us, glancing out the keyhole just once to make sure there was nobody else in the hallway.

      “You mean, he’s asked you,” Cece was saying. “We’re just tag-alongs.”

      Sam giggled and said something about missing out on my great romance while she was in the brig, but I didn’t quite hear the details of what she was saying. I was busy glancing furtively at my note.

      Who would send me such a thing? And who on this cruise ship would even know about what happened last summer?

      “Addy? Addy, are you okay?” Sam was saying.

      As my bestie, she’d caught on pretty fast to the fact that I wasn’t my usual self.

      “Just a little seasick,” I said, rushing into the bathroom and locking the door behind myself.

      “Well, get better before the ball,” Cece called out. “I have to go back to work, but you girls enjoy your day off!”

      “Will do,” I heard Sam say, and then there was the noise of footsteps and the closing door.

      “You can come out now,” Sam said softly after a few seconds. “What’s going on?”

      I emerged from the bathroom sheepishly, holding the note in my hands. I’d considered flushing it down the toilet, but instead, I handed it over to Sam, who read it silently and went pale.

      “Who…?” she looked at me inquisitively, but I shook my head.

      “You haven’t told anyone on the ship, have you?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

      “No, of course not!”

      “Not even Cece?”

      “No, not even Cece,” said Sam. “Did you…?”

      “No. I love Cece dearly, but this isn’t the kind of thing you tell someone right after meeting them, is it?”

      “I’m sorry, Addy—I’m so sorry.”

      I took a deep breath, willing the memories to go away. “It’s okay. I’m fine. I just… who would know? If neither of us talked about it, how would someone find out?”

      My voice trailed off as I spoke and Sam and I both looked down at the note. The same thought must’ve occurred to both of us.

      Finally, I said softly, “Maybe it showed up in some kind of background check and whoever it was checking put things together and figured out it was me.”

      “Maybe that’s what it is,” Sam said encouragingly.

      “Or maybe,” I licked my lips since they seemed to have gone dry, “Maybe someone from there is here. On this ship.”

      “No, no that can’t be,” Sam said quickly. “Nope.”

      I took a deep breath. “I thought I’d left that all behind me by getting a job on a cruise ship. Got as far away as possible from everything.”

      Sam looked down at the note again. “What’re you going to do? Maybe you should tell the police when we get back to New Orleans. Or at least tell Ethan Lee, or the captain.”

      I shook my head, and squared my shoulders. “I’m not going to do anything. Not yet. If someone from the staff sent me the note, they wouldn’t be from that—event. This cruise line definitely wouldn’t hire criminals. It’s just someone messing with us. Teasing us for being sleuths. You know, a bit of lighthearted fun, using the name of a movie. They thought they were being clever and funny, that’s all.”

      Sam looked at me doubtfully.

      “Don’t worry,” I said more cheerfully this time. I almost believed what I was saying. “It’s just someone pulling a stupid prank. No point worrying about it. Whoever sent it will probably tell us themselves, and we’ll all laugh about it.”

      Sam opened her mouth to speak, and then she snapped it shut again, wordlessly.

      Finally, she said, “If you think that’s the best thing to do.”

      I nodded my head vigorously. “I do. So let’s forget all about this unpleasant mess, and instead figure out what to wear for the ball. I want to enjoy the rest of this cruise—I mean, we get to hang out together again! How cool is that?”

      “Very cool,” said Sam warily. “Loads of fun.”

      I knew from the glint in her eyes that she wasn’t about to let me out of her sight, or get into secluded dark areas by myself, and suddenly, I felt a rush of love for my bestie. She’d lied her way onto this ship to be with me, and I had to admit, I felt so much better with her by my side.

      I threw my arms around her in a bear hug. “You’re the best, Sam. And I don’t want you worrying about me, I can take care of myself. I just need you to not get thrown into the brig again!”

      “I can do that!” Sam said, laughing, and I let go of her.

      “And if you do get thrown into the brig again,” I said with a wink, “now I know how to get you out.”

      “Yeah,” Sam teased, “I hear you’ve got an in with the first officer.”

      We giggled, and headed over to the wardrobe to try to find something to wear to the ball.

      Things were looking up again, and I focused my mind on the upcoming ball.

      This job was going to be a blast, I told myself. The note was just a prank. My bestie was on the job with me, I’d found a great new friend in Cece, and my terrible boss was no longer around asking me if I saw. I was going to get to know Officer Hot Stuff a bit better, and yes, I’d finally start using the staff gym.

      Yep, I told myself, life on a cruise ship was going to be one long, smooth ride…

      

      
        
        Join The A.R. Winters Newsletter!

      

      

      
        
        Find out about the latest releases by AR Winters, and get access to exclusive free copies of her books:

      

      

      
        
        Click Here To Join

      

      

      
        
        You can also follow AR Winters on Facebook

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
ARWINTERS

A CRUISE SHIP COZY MYSTERY @





