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      Working on a cruise liner was always an adventure, because each day managed to bring something new and unexpected.

      This was especially true on the morning before we launched from our home port of New Orleans, because I didn’t even know what my job would be on this voyage.

      “Hey there, Miss Cruise Director!” shouted Cece, my loud-mouthed friend who worked in housekeeping.

      We’d just boarded the ship and I was in the staff mess hall, nursing a cup of mediocre coffee while sitting on an orange bench seat at one of the plastic picnic tables that filled the dining facility.

      Cece slid into the seat opposite me, her fingers wrapped around a cup of her own not-quite-good coffee.

      “I’m not the cruise director.” I placed the coffee down on the table. “I only just applied for the position. It’ll take weeks for HR to make their final choice.”

      Cece huffed a dramatic sigh. “What a shame. I was hoping you’d be able to get me a cool new job. So are you still doing social media?”

      She was referring to my old position as the ship’s social media manager. I spent my time finding the most interesting things on the ship, taking pictures of them, and throwing said pictures onto the ship’s social media channels.

      “I don’t know.” I tapped my fingers against the side of my mug nervously. “I’ve got a meeting in a minute with someone called Kelly Cline. Have you heard of her?”

      Cece shook her head. “Nope. Must be new. Where are you meeting her?”

      I frowned and pulled up the text message I’d received again. “B248. That mean anything to you?”

      “Yep.” Cece leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes like she was about to take a nap, so I kicked the toe of her shoe with mine.

      “Hey!”

      “Don’t tune out on me. What’s in B248?”

      Cece leaned forward, rubbing her foot and checking her shoe for scuff marks.

      “Girl, you should know. You’ve been there enough times. It’s the cruise director’s office.”

      Ugh! I should have known that, but the offices in the administrative wing of the ship were normally referred to by their use, not their designated number. That was my excuse and I was sticking to it.

      “Oh, great. So I guess we do get a new cruise director this trip.”

      “Of course. The ship would sink without a cruise director. Literally.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that. The last two cruises would have been a lot smoother had there been no cruise director at all.

      “Yeah, right. I better go meet this Kelly Cline and see what she’s like.”

      Cece nodded. “Ask her if she’s a criminal.”

      “I’m not going to ask the new cruise director if she’s a criminal, Cece! I’ve got to make a good impression.”

      She shrugged. “Suit yourself. Might save some time.”

      With a smile on my face, I left the mess hall went to find this new cruise director.
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        * * *

      

      It was a beautiful morning, so I walked along one of the outside decks for most of the route to the cruise director’s office. The air was slightly cool. It smelled salty and fresh and, with the aid of the early morning sun, made me feel that the world was full of promise and possibilities.

      With the passengers still not onboard and most of the crew somewhere inside the ship, it was almost as if I had the whole ocean liner to myself. With a final deep, calming breath of ocean air, I headed back into the ship near B248.

      Inside, the air was notably cooler and smelled of metal and fresh paint. The section of the ship that contained the cruise director’s office was located just above the water line, a better position than where my cabin was located in the bowels of the ship.

      The office door was open already when I arrived, and as I approached, I got the distinct impression of a busy bumble bee. Kelly Cline was a slight, pale-skinned young woman who looked close to my age, with long black hair and a bright yellow dress. She had on dark lipstick, purple nail polish, and a pair of sunflower-yellow heels that, despite adding a couple of inches to her height, still brought the top of her head close to the level of my chin.

      Kelly was standing in the middle of the room with a cell phone pressed against her ear, and I could see behind her that the desk phone was sitting off the hook, with the receiver on the desk as if she had placed someone on hold manually.

      When I arrived, I found myself hovering in the doorway. She was talking loudly on the phone and I didn’t want to knock or buzz to interrupt, but I also didn’t want to march in uninvited. I hadn’t even met her yet.

      “Yes, yes, yes, and definitely yes. Okay… If you think that’s best… yes… in about an hour… you too.”

      The hand holding the phone dropped to her side, and she acknowledged my presence with a friendly smile.

      “Hi!” she said.

      “Hi. I’m here for a meeting…?”

      Kelly’s smile faltered for a moment and my nerves began to creep in before she smiled again, seemingly twice as bright as before.

      “Oh! Adrienne?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Could you give me two seconds?” she looked at me expectantly. Normally when people ask that, they don’t wait for acknowledgment—they just assume you’ll wait. But Kelly kept an expectant look on her face until I responded.

      “Sure. No problem.”

      “Thanks!” Kelly immediately turned around and picked up the phone on her desk.

      “Hello? Hello? Hello?” She frowned, leaning over to the far side of the desk to put the receiver back in its cradle. “They must have hung up.”

      Kelly turned around and hopped up to sit on the edge of the desk, facing toward me, legs swinging and heels kicking. I smiled back at her. She was certainly a welcome change from the last two cruise directors. She might actually be… nice?

      “So. Adrienne.” She gave me an expectant look to make sure she had my name right. I nodded at her. “Are you all set?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Sure. I guess I’m still on the same job as before? Social Media Manager?”

      Kelly’s smile faltered just a little, before bouncing back.

      “Hmm. Hold on. Let me check something.”

      Kelly hopped off the desk and hurried behind it, taking a seat in the chair and reaching for the computer mouse. She stared intently at the computer screen, clicking every so often.

      The phone rang again, and Kelly’s smile drooped as she glared at it. On the third ring, her smile recovered and she answered the call.

      “Hello? … Yes, do you mind holding for just a moment? … Thank you.” Kelly stared down at the phone’s control panel for a few seconds before shrugging and placing the receiver back on the desk.

      Mouse clicks filled the air again for a moment, and then she lifted both hands up and slammed them on the desk with such force that I jumped a little.

      “Oh, shoot! Shoot, Adrienne! Shoot!”

      “I’m sorry…?” I stepped back toward the doorway.

      Kelly stood up again, hurried around the desk so fast it was almost a run, and came to a stop in front of me with both her hands pressed into the sides of her head, grabbing fistfuls of her hair. “Adrienne! Shoot!”

      Not knowing what else to do, I flashed her a nervous smile.

      “I didn’t send you the email! I just checked—I didn’t send it!”

      I let out a breath that I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

      “That’s okay. Can you just catch me up on what it said? Email, conversation, it’s all the same. I’m sure it’s no big deal.”

      Kelly released her grip on her hair and let her hands fall back by her sides, a smile, though smaller than before, returning.

      “Really?”

      “Really,” I said in my most reassuring tone. “It’s fine.”

      “Oh, good. I’d hate for you to be angry at me, even if I’ll only be here temporarily.”

      “Temporarily?”

      Kelly nodded. “I’m acting cruise director just for this trip, while HR recruits a full-time replacement. You’re in the running, aren’t you?”

      “Well, maybe. I did apply, but I may not have enough experience yet though.”

      Kelly’s smile returned in full force. “You’ll get some good experience this cruise!”

      “Oh?” Was this about the email she forgot to send me?

      Kelly nodded. “You see, you’ve been put in charge of the special event for this cruise.”

      “Special event?” I tried not to look too concerned.

      Our previous cruise had a special event involving a celebrity chef, and it went only marginally more smoothly than the Titanic’s first cruise.

      “The murder!”

      “What!?” I’d just about had my fill of murders.

      Kelly frowned. “Oh, you don’t even know about that? Like, not at all?”

      I shook my head. Surely there hadn’t been a murder already. We hadn’t even boarded the passengers yet!

      “The last cruise director arranged it all. It’s a murder mystery event. Fifty of our passengers have special tickets to be a part of it. That’s what the email I meant to send you was about. HR told me to tell you that you’ve been given the position of Asec.”

      “Of… what?”

      “Acting Special Event Coordinator. Asec.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I said, holding up my palm. “The ship’s holding a murder mystery event, and I’m in charge of it? And I’m finding out about this… just now?”

      “Right! I’m so glad you said you weren’t mad though. Some people would be really irked finding out at the last minute, wouldn’t they?”

      Yes, some people would.

      This person.

      But I did tell her it wasn’t a big deal, and she did seem to be awfully busy. It seemed almost cruel to be angry at her. Really, HR should have contacted me themselves instead of doing it via the temporary cruise director.

      “So what do I have to do?”

      Kelly stood there staring off into space for a moment. I began to wonder if I’d actually asked her the question or if I’d imagined it.

      Finally, she responded.

      “Do?”

      “Well, yes. Is there some information about the event? A brochure? Where is it going to be held? You know, stuff like that.”

      “Oh.” Kelly frowned in thought, and then suddenly her face lit up again. “There’s a file! Over here! Wait!”

      She spun around and hurried behind the desk, yanked open a drawer, and pulled out a big, thick manila envelope. On the front was scrawled Beverly’s Murder Mystery.

      “It’s all in here. I think. I hope so, anyway!” Kelly scuttled back around the table, her legs a clip-clopping whir of heels as she hurried along. “There you go. If you’ve got any questions, my door is always open.” She frowned again. “I can’t find the key,” she explained.

      With a grin, I reached out and gently lifted the ID badge that hung from a lanyard around her neck.

      “Here. This is the key. It’s electronic.”

      “Oh! Wonderful! Well, for you, my door will always be open, anyway.”

      “Thanks. And do you know where the events are taking place?”

      Kelly bit her lip in thought. “In the conference suite, I think. Conference Room A is going to be a library, Conference Room B is a lounge, and so on. I think it’s in the envelope. If not, you could ask a passenger. I’m sure they’ve been sent all the information.”

      I had to bite my tongue. Was she really suggesting I ask a passenger where the event I was managing would be taking place? Only on a Swan cruise… I thought, shaking my head to myself.

      “Is something the matter?” Kelly peered at my shaking head, a look of dire concern on her face.

      “Oh, no. I’m sure everything will be fine. What’s my job title again?”

      “Acting Special Event Coordinator. Asec.”

      “Right. Okay. I’ll have a look at this and let you know if I have any questions.” I held the manila envelope up against my chest.

      “Okay, great! If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to ask. I won’t know the answer, but don’t hesitate anyway!”

      I grinned at her and she smiled back at me, but I couldn’t tell whether she was actually trying to be funny or just being honest with me. It didn’t really matter.

      “Hello?” called a husky male voice from the doorway.

      We both turned to look. There was a middle-aged deliveryman with a metal dolly and what looked to be a bookcase balanced on it.

      “Oh, library books?” asked Kelly.

      “And shelves, ma’am,” said the man.

      “Adrienne here will direct you,” she said to the man. She tapped the envelope I was holding. “Check in there. That stuff’s gotta go the library for the murder mystery. It’s part of the set.”

      “O…kay?” I said, backing up a few steps. This wasn’t exactly how I imagined my day was going to begin.

      “Sorry to rush you, but I’ve got someone on hold and a trillion things to catch up on. But don’t hesitate to call if you need any help.”

      Kelly was already turning away, and she quickly clip-clopped back behind her desk where she reached for the phone receiver that was still sitting there, waiting for her.

      “But—”

      “Don’t hesitate!” she interrupted, before reaching down for the phone.

      What could I do? Nothing but my best. And if that wasn’t good enough, well, I’d fake it ‘til I made it.

      I went to Kelly’s door and smiled at the delivery man.

      “I just need to double-check where this goes,” I said, opening the envelope and pulling out a stack of papers.

      “You should have thought of that before I lugged all this up here, shouldn’t you?”

      Smile and nod, smile and nod. Of course I should have. With my psychic powers and magic intuition.

      Scanning through the papers, I found what I was looking for: an itinerary with all the locations listed.

      “Right. This needs to go to Conference Room B.”

      “Where’s that?” asked the man, scratching his head.

      “Umm, just a sec…”
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      “Help! Help! Help!” was how I greeted Sam, my best friend and roommate, when I returned to our cabin.

      She was lying on the top bunk staring at her phone when I entered. Her blonde bobbed hair rose from her pillow at the sound.

      She pushed herself up into a sitting position on her bed and looked down at me with an inquiring smile on her chubby cheeks.

      “What’s up?”

      I stalked inside, a frown on my face, though I wasn’t really sure if I was annoyed or excited. I like to plan things out in advance, so the whole murder-mystery thrown-in-my-face thing was quite distressing. But I also enjoy a challenge.

      Our cabin was small and spartan. However, the light in there was so dim, if you wrapped yourself up in a blanket and closed your eyes, it could have an air of metallic coziness.

      We had metal bunk beds attached to the left-hand wall, and on the right was a tiny closet divided into two smaller halves, one for each of us, as well as a metal protrusion from the wall which acted as a desk and an uncomfortable chair to go with it. A small doorway next to it led to our teeny tiny bathroom.

      “What’s up is that I’ve got a new job, apparently. But the new cruise director forgot to tell me.”

      “Ooh, what’s the job? And how did she forget to tell you? Is she new to this or something?”

      “I don’t think so. I think she was just overwhelmed, buzzing around her office like a bee in a bottle and didn’t seem to know what was going on.” I held up my manila envelope. “She gave me this. It explains everything.”

      Sam climbed down from her top bunk and sat down on the edge of mine.

      “The job?” she prodded.

      “Oh. Well, I’m the new asec.”

      Sam folded her arms and gave me a look.

      “Acting Special Event Coordinator.”

      “Ooh. What’s the event?”

      I just shook my head.

      “What?” asked Sam with a slight look of annoyance.

      “Guess.”

      “Is it another celebrity?”

      “No…”

      Sam’s face scrunched up in thought as she considered all the possibilities for special events aboard a cruise ship.

      “Some kind of dance or musical thing?”

      “Nope,” I said with a smirk. “Considering the last two cruises we had, what do you think would be just about the worst idea possible?”

      “Hmm. A rehabilitation event for convicted murderers and other felons?” Sam said with a grin, clearly giving up on real guesses.

      “Ha, ha. But you’re actually pretty close. It seems our last cruise director planned a murder mystery event.”

      Sam stood up, mouth agape. “A murder mystery?” She was shaking her head in disbelief. “And they’re going ahead with it? After the last cruise?”

      I shrugged. “I guess it was already arranged and tickets had been sold. The show must go on, as they say. But I agree, it does seem to be in rather bad taste.”

      Sam walked over to the metal desk and leaned against it. “And you’re in charge of it?”

      “Yep. That’s why I want your help. Can you spare a hand for an hour or so?”

      Sam held up both arms. “You can have two. And the rest of me with it.”

      “Come on. Let’s see if we can find Cece on the way.”
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        * * *

      

      We found Cece still lounging around the mess hall with four empty cups of coffee in front of her and a slightly crazed gleam in her eyes.

      “Looks like you’ve had enough coffee. Come and give me a hand with some books?”

      Cece was on her feet before I’d finished speaking. She ran a hand through her long black hair.

      “Sure. Are you into reading now? Is that a new thing you’re doing?”

      I glared at her. “I’ve always read, Cece, but that’s not what we’re doing with the books. We’ve got to put together a library. Come on. I’ll explain on the way.”

      We all headed down to the conference suite which had been converted—well, only relabeled so far—into an English country mansion. It would need a generous splash of imagination on the part of the guests, but that was all part of the fun, or so the marketing team would say.

      “Here we are. Conference Room B, or, as I’ll be known from now on, The Library.”

      We marched inside. When I’d met the deliveryman earlier, he only had a single bookcase with him. Since then, he’d been back and forth with his work crew delivering all of the goods and furniture that we would need.

      The previous cruise director had arranged for everything to be delivered, but now I had to figure out how to properly set the scene. The room had been emptied of its standard desks and A/V equipment, and now we had to arrange several bookcases, two armchairs, a sofa, a few paintings, an electric fireplace, a deer’s head, several boxes of books, and other ornaments.

      “First, time to get this library looking like a library. Let’s put the books on the shelves and try and put the armchairs around that fireplace.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Cece, offering me a salute. I grinned back at her.

      We got to work, unpacking boxes and arranging furniture.

      “Let me give you a hand,” said Sam as she spotted Cece trying to single-handedly move a heavy bookcase.

      I opened up my manila envelope and pulled out the itinerary again. I read through it, but then stopped when I saw a name that struck me as familiar, though I couldn’t quite place it.

      “It says here that the guest of honor is a guy called Edward Dane. Ever heard of him?”

      “Nope!” shouted Cece with the confidence of someone who definitely knew what she didn’t know.

      “The Edward Dane?” asked Sam, dropping a pile of books she’d been carrying. She looked up at me with wide eyes, eyes glimmering.

      “Well, it’s an Edward Dane. Says here he’s… a writer?”

      “It is him! He’s a mystery writer. He writes murder mysteries!” Sam was bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet with excitement.

      “Huh. Well, great. I guess we’ll get to meet him later.”

      “Any others?” asked Sam breathlessly.

      I shook my head. “No one else is marked as being particularly special. Hold on…” I’d seen something rather worrying on the following page.

      “What is it?” asked Cece, stopping what she was doing and coming over to me.

      “This part. It seems there’s some acting roles that haven’t been assigned. There’s one, Lady Beverly Jax, which has Beverly’s name next to it. Guess I’ll take that part. But there’s two more marked with ‘TBA.’”

      “I’ll do it!” said Cece, clapping her hands together with excitement. “It sure beats the day job.”

      “Me too! I’d love to be in a play or a movie or something,” said Sam with a happy smile.

      “So of the other two roles, I’ve got a nosy reporter—”

      “Nope!” shouted Cece, shaking her head.

      “Me! I want to do it. I’ll be a nosy reporter just like you used to be, Adrienne.”

      I glared at her. I had not been a nosy reporter; I’d been a diligent reporter. That was until our small-town newspaper realized that our town was too small to support its own paper, and the business went under. That was one of the reasons I’d ended up on the cruise ship in the first place.

      “Great. Thanks, Sam.”

      “What about me? Can I be a sexy lounge singer? A dangerous seductress? A—”

      I winced. “Umm…”

      Cece narrowed her eyes and took a step toward me. If I didn’t already know her so well, I would have thought she were threatening me.

      “The other role is, a, umm…” It was actually quite funny, but I didn’t want to look like I was amused. It might annoy Cece if I did.

      “What?”

      “You’re going to be a maid.”

      Cece fell back with a dramatic flourish, collapsing into the armchair behind her.

      “Are you sh—”

      “It’ll be fun! You won’t really be cleaning. You’ll just be acting.”

      Cece crossed her legs and leaned forward. “It better be fun, or you’re dead, James.” She used my last name for extra emphasis.

      I gave her my sweetest smile. “It’ll be a great time. We have fun when we’re hanging out, don’t we?”

      Cece nodded begrudgingly, then hopped to her feet, her previous annoyance disappearing in an instant.

      “Ooh, did I tell you the other news?”

      Sam and I both look at her curiously.

      “What’s that?”

      “There’s a spy on board. Or there will be, with the passengers.”

      Sam and I exchanged wary glances. We both suspected something was going on behind the scenes, but neither of us had figured out what.

      “What do you mean? Like James Bond?”

      “No,” said Cece sadly. “Nothing that fun. Apparently, corporate hired someone to infiltrate the ship and see what’s going on here. They weren’t happy with the way the last two cruises turned out.”

      “Because of the murders?” asked Sam.

      “I guess. Corporate always overreacts.”

      Sam and I both laughed at that. After two murders in quick succession, it seemed hard to imagine any response as an overreaction.

      “Anyway, they’re going to be pretending to be a passenger. So be nice to all of them, just in case.”

      “I’m always nice to the passengers,” I said.

      “Yeah, me too,” said Sam.

      Cece frowned. “Really?” she said incredulously. “Guess I’d better step up my game. Especially if I’m going to be a fake maid.” She stepped around to examine the bookshelf she had been filling. “How does this look?”

      “Awesome,” I told her. “Now, let’s turn off the overhead lights and turn the lamp on. See how this room looks.”

      I turned on a tall floor lamp with a mustard-colored lampshade, while Sam hit the switch by the door to turn off the fluorescent lights overhead.

      The effect was instantaneous.

      “Whoa. Not bad,” said Cece, nodding approvingly.

      While it didn’t look exactly like I imagined an English country mansion library would, it definitely gave the impression of such a place. With the armchairs and sofa, the lamp, the shelves full of musty-smelling old books (most of which appeared to be mysteries), and the flicker of fake flames from the electric fireplace, we had a pretty good set at least.

      “Fantastic!” Sam sat down in an armchair closest to the fire. She stretched out her legs, yawned, and then turned and caught Cece’s eye. “Maid?”

      Cece narrowed her eyes and gave Sam a dangerously curious look.

      “I’ll take a whiskey and cigar by the fire, thank you. And do be quick about it!”

      Cece stared at Sam for five seconds before grabbing a cushion from another armchair and tossing it at her head. The pair collapsed into giggles.

      “When you’re ready, let’s move on to the next room.”

      “The next room?” asked Sam incredulously.

      “Yep. We’ve got to set up a lounge as well, in Conference Room C.” I stood in front of Samantha. “Up, up, up!” I waved up arms to rouse them.

      “No whiskey, huh?” said Cece with a frown.

      As we left the ‘library’ to start on the next room, I realized I was actually enjoying myself. The sudden job switch had come as a shock, but it looked like I would have no problem handling it.

      As I flicked off the lamp, I mused that this cruise might turn out to be the best one yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      When we were halfway through setting up the lounge, Kelly appeared with six men behind her.

      “Adrienne! Oh, shoot!” she said as she entered at a hurried pace, clicking across the floor and spinning around as she looked at everything we had set up.

      “Hi, Kelly. What’s up?” I saw Sam and Cece giving me probing glances. “This is Kelly Cline, the acting cruise director.”

      “Oh, Adrienne. It looks wonderful. But…”

      I peered behind her. The men with her ranged from their early twenties to late sixties and they were all wearing overalls, clearly here to do some kind of physical work.

      “But?”

      “These men were supposed to set everything up. I meant to tell you, but it must have slipped my mind. Can you ever forgive me?”

      It’d been fun arranging the furniture, and she was so sweet I couldn’t be mad at her.

      “No problem. It’s good to know the locations anyway.”

      I glanced around the room and saw Sam and Cece were glaring at me. I guess they weren’t quite so happy to have missed out on the assistance of the six strapping men, at least three of whom were of an ‘interesting’ age and build.

      “So you’ve already done the library and the lounge. What about the game room and the diner?”

      “Ummm…” I pulled out my notes from the manila envelope again. As it turned out, one of the pages carried on to the following page. I had completely missed those locations. “Not yet…”

      “Well, great. That gives these guys something to do at least.” Kelly turned to the man closest to her who seemed to have the air of a foreman. “Looks like some of your work was done for you. Thanks for handling the rest.”

      “No worries,” he said with a smile. “Come on, boys. Let’s get this done and hit the pool.”

      “I…” Kelly’s words faltered as the men trooped out to set up the rest of the conference center for our murder mystery. She turned back to face me.

      “I don’t think they’ll be allowed in the pool. I expect someone will tell them.”

      “Yeah, right,” said Cece, helpfully from the back of the room.

      “Now, you need to find a maid and a reporter to help you out. Any ideas?”

      I nodded. “Yep, Sam and Cece here are going to help out. I think I’m getting my head around everything now. It should be a good event.”

      Kelly wiped the back of her hand dramatically over her brow. “Phew!” she said with a grin. “Thank goodness. Now, later, at around four o’clock, the goh will be here, and—”

      “The what now?” I said, interrupting her.

      “The goh, the G-O-H?”

      “Nope,” said Cece from the back of the room. “Can you try that again in English?” I gave her a sly smile. She was saying exactly what I was thinking, but was too polite to say out loud.

      “The Guest of Honor. It’s shorthand. It saves time.”

      “I bet it does,” said Sam, straight-faced.

      “Right, so the guest of honor will be here, with his wife, and Oliver McGinty.”

      “Who’s that?” asked Cece.

      I’d seen the name in my notes but I couldn’t quite remember. Luckily, Kelly knew.

      “He owns a bookshop that specializes in murder mysteries, and he’s loaned us all the books which are in the library here. While he’s not the G-O-H, we’re very grateful to him for all of his help.”

      I nodded at her. “Okay, got it. Four o’clock. I’ll be here. Will you be joining us?”

      “Ha!” she squealed. “I wish! I’ve got two trillion things to do before the guests board. But if you need help, don’t hesitate to call!”

      “Thanks. We better leave you to it, Kelly. You seem busy.”

      “Busy as a bee!” Kelly let out a little laugh, a sweet, high-pitched giggle. “See you soon!” She waved, spun around, and hurried out in a flash of yellow dress and black hair, seemingly as fast as her short legs could carry her.

      “Busy as a bee, and she’s dressed like one,” said Sam with a grin.

      “Let’s hope there’s no stinger in her tail,” said Cece. “Now, break open that whiskey.”

      I snorted and shook my head. “Whiskey? Yeah, right. I’ve got to go over these notes for the event. I can’t wrap my head around the plot yet. That Edward Dane is a tricky fellow.”

      The three of us headed off, leaving the workmen to finish setting up the final rooms.
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to the murder mystery library later that afternoon, it had fully developed the atmosphere one would hope to find at a murder mystery party. This was in no small part helped by the ‘cast’ of characters who had appeared for our evening meeting.

      The room looked even better than it had earlier. Kelly’s work team had found more ornaments and decorations and the room now featured a large fake bearskin rug, and a few more standing lamps with incandescent bulbs to up the illumination level without resorting to the harsh fluorescent overheads.

      The electric fire had been switched on, and now a fake flame danced across its glass front, while a hidden speaker filled the room with a recording of the gentle crackling of a real fire. When I first arrived, for a second I thought I could smell it too, but that was just my mind playing tricks on me.

      As I opened the door, I was greeted by a man dressed in an old-fashioned suit, who was leaning on a brass-pommeled cane. Although he was probably only in his fifties, he looked like he’d stepped out of a black and white film from the golden age of Hollywood. He acknowledged me with a head nod as I entered.

      “Good evening,” I said to him with a friendly smile, while subtly peering behind him to see who else was in attendance. There were just two other people so far. Near the bookshelves further back was a younger woman in her thirties talking to a gray-haired man in his late forties or fifties.

      “Edward Dane, novelist,” he said, punctuating his profession with a thump on the floor of his cane. It seemed to be more a prop than a mobility device.

      “Adrienne James, Acting Special Event Coordinator.”

      “Then you’d best start acting.”

      “Right. Yes. Let me try again.” I smiled at him as if greeting him again. “Lady Adrienne James of Harkness.”

      “Better. Not quite what I had imagined, but you’ll do.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said awkwardly. “What did you imagine?”

      Edward tapped his cane on the floor thoughtfully. “Oh, I don’t know. Someone with some class, you know? A lady, not just a woman, as it were.” He pointedly looked me up and down like I was a mannequin in a store window. “But you’re not bad.”

      “Thanks,” I repeated, this time not worrying about whether I sounded sarcastic or not. With a little nod of my head, I walked past him, hoping the other two occupants of the room might be a little more friendly.

      By the bookshelf, the gray-haired man was busy pulling books off of the shelves and placing them back in different positions. Next to him was a lady just a few years older than myself, dressed in a glamorous black dinner gown, pearls dripping from her neck, talking enthusiastically and gesticulating wildly while the man seemed to focus mainly on the books.

      “…the twist at the end! I mean, the dog? A ghost? Ha! Oh…”

      The woman noticed my approach and stepped back slightly to create an inviting space for me to join them. The man finished pushing one more book back into place, then straightened up and looked at me.

      “Good evening! I’m Adrienne, and I’m in charge of this event.”

      “Oliver McGinty. These are my books.” He extended his hand toward me.

      “Sorry?” I said as I gently took and shook his hand.

      “My books. These. They’re from my mystery bookshop, Murder Most Delightful. Whatever apes they hired to put them back on the shelves threw them on with no semblance of order. Cozies and procedurals? Paranormal and Suspense? Magic cats and magic dogs? All mixed together? My cat could do better!”

      “Is it a magic cat?” I asked with a grin.

      He tilted his head at me. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s an expression. These books are on loan and I requested that they be respected and looked after.” He looked back at the closest bookshelf again, shaking his head in disbelief.

      “Are they damaged?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Right. Hi,” I said, turning to the young lady. She smiled at me.

      “No, you’re not.”

      It was going to be one of those days. Why did everyone have to be so contrary all the time?

      “I’m not…?”

      “You said you’re in charge. No, you’re not. If anyone is, it’s my husband, the famous and renowned novelist Edward Dane.”

      I gritted my teeth and stretched the corners of my mouth upward. “Yes, he prepared a wonderful plot for us,” I said, nodding as if in agreement with her. “I mean, I’m running the Swan Cruises side of things. The staff, the locations, the day-to-day.”

      “Yes. Like his assistant.”

      “I suppose you could look at it that way,” I conceded. If anything, he was my assistant; all he did was come up with the story. It was me who was going to have to run the whole gosh darned event. “You must be very proud of your husband.”

      She blinked at me in surprise. “Well, of course. If you were married to the cleverest writer in the world, wouldn’t you be? Not that you could be, mind you, but surely you can imagine.”

      The backhanded insults didn’t seem to want to stop coming today. That was fine, I told myself. Teflon skin. Ignore them all. I stuck out my hand.

      “Adrienne James.”

      Ignoring my hand, she took half a step backward and gave me a small curtsy. “Harley Dane, or Mrs. Edward Dane, if you prefer.”

      I did not prefer. I gave her a kind of head-nod-bow in response to her curtsy. They didn’t teach you how to do that back in Nebraska. I turned my attention back to Oliver McGinty.

      “How many books did you contribute to our event?”

      “Oh, not many. About four thousand five hundred and thirty-eight, approximately. It’s a small but representative selection from my stock.”

      “He brought all of my husband Edward Dane’s best books—which is all of them!” said Harley with a happy laugh.

      “It must be wonderful running a bookshop. I’d just love to do that,” I said smiling.

      “If you loved it that much, you’d do it! That’s what I always say!”

      “I suppose so,” I murmured, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment.

      “It’s a rewarding business, but also frustrating at times.”

      “Oh? Why’s it frustrating?”

      He leaned in toward me, looking around furtively as if to make sure some of his customers hadn’t been accidentally packed up and brought along with the books and might overhear him disparaging them.

      “I try to get them to buy good stuff, the classics, a bit of old Wilkie Collins, Conan Doyle, and the like. Nudge them in the right direction. But no, no, these days half my stock is about cupcakes or cross-stitch or magic moon bears.” He shook his head in disappointment at the state of the world. “Still, at least there are people like Edward Dane still writing real mysteries.”

      I nodded my head but inside I was seriously frowning. I happened to like fluffy mysteries about cooking and witches and all kinds of charming, quirky characters. If I wanted blood and gore, I could watch the news. I knew Edward Dane was famous for the brutality of his mysteries, and that was part of why I’d never even picked one up. That was more Samantha’s style than mine.

      “The customer’s always right though, right?”

      “Wrong,” said both Oliver and Harley at the same time, and then exchanged wolfish grins with each other in recognition of their agreement.

      “People don’t know what they should read. I despair of them sometimes,” said the bookseller, his tone dripping with melodramatic sadness.

      “You should see some of the reviews they leave on Edward’s books. It’s like they can’t recognize world-class literature when it’s literally in front of their faces. I’d like to drive around and explain to all those reviewers exactly why they’re wrong! The customer’s usually wrong, that’s what the saying should be.”

      “Right. I guess some opinions can be… wrong,” I conceded and was answered with two strong nods of agreement.

      “Have you and Edward been married long?” I asked Harley, trying to change the subject. She was clearly at least twenty years younger than him, so I doubted it.

      Before answering, Harley raised her wrist to her face and pointedly looked at the gold watch she was wearing, her face furrowed as if making a calculation.

      “We’ve been married three days, five hours and te—no, eleven minutes.”

      “Goodness, just three days?”

      Harley nodded at me. “And five hours and change! You know, sometimes people say marriages don’t last anymore, but I just know that Edward and I are soulmates. We’ll be together forever. I pity all the couples that get married these days, and then are divorced five years later!”

      I would never hope for someone’s marriage to break down, but at that moment, it was fair to say that I wouldn’t have been surprised if her marriage didn’t make it a full week.

      “So this is your honeymoon, is it?” asked Oliver.

      “It is. There’s nothing like a working honeymoon, is there? I can’t think of anything better than helping my genius husband further his already amazing career, even if it is just a silly little event like this.”

      “Hello, dear,” said Edward Dane to his wife as he joined us, punctuating his greeting with a rap on the floor with his cane. “Shall we get this over with?”

      “Yes, let’s. Now, Adrienne, do you have the itinerary? Let’s go over it and make sure you haven’t ruined any of it.” She paused and a brief look of guilt flashed across her face. “By mistake, I mean,” she clarified.

      Gee, yes, let’s see if I ruined it through stupidity—not malice. What a charmer you are, Harley.

      I had a stack of itineraries with me that I’d copied that afternoon after we left the workmen to finish setting up. The whole thing was still exactly the same as what I had been provided with, so if anything was ‘ruined,’ it certainly wouldn’t be my fault. But of course, I would be the one to take the blame.

      “Here you go,” I said handing them out. The four of us would be the only ones to know the outcome of the murder mystery. At least in theory. In practice, Cece and Sam had already wheedled the culprit out of me too. But the regular guests would be completely in the dark.

      There was a lull in conversation as we looked through the outline for the coming days. In the background, the fake fire fake-crackled and had a calming effect, at least on myself.

      “Ha!”

      We all looked at Harley.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. It’s a joke. Right?”

      “What’s the matter, dear?” asked Edward.

      I was curious too. I’d only seen the plan for the first time a few hours earlier and had no part in its creation.

      “This,” she said, jabbing her finger about halfway down the page. “Look.” She held the paper in front of her husband’s face.

      “I see you’ve changed one of the locations,” said Edward Dane. “When I wrote the plot, there was a formal dining room. It seems to have been replaced with a ‘diner.’”

      “Umm. Right. Actually, it wasn’t me who came up with this itinerary. I can look into why it’s been changed, but honestly, I don’t think it would be possible to change it back on such short notice.”

      “Unacceptable,” announced Harley, crossing her arms in front of her.

      Edward gently took his wife’s upper arm. “Oh, if it’s already been done, it’s already been done. I think we’ll just let them run it how they want. She said it’s too late to change it now.”

      Thank goodness someone around here was at least slightly reasonable.

      “Thank you, Edward. Are there any other comments about the itinerary?”

      They all shook their heads and mumbled no. That was some small relief.

      “I’m going to check the other rooms. If any of you would like to join me and inspect them…?”

      “I’ve got to fix these books. They’re all wrong,” said Oliver.

      “I’d like to take a look at them,” said Edward, stepping toward the bookseller, who beamed obsequiously up at him.

      “I’ll join you,” said Harley to me. “Let’s see how much of a disaster this diner is,” she said, spitting out the word diner like it was something alien and slightly dangerous.

      “Wonderful,” I lied with a smile on my face. “But we’ll start in the lounge.”

      Let the tour begin.
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      As we were leaving the room together, I decided to try and get to know Harley a little better—find some gold underneath her rather rude exterior.

      “So how did you two meet?”

      Her heavily made-up face lit up. “Oh, it was just the most romantic thing. I was at the Knives in the Dark mystery convention last year, and I won a raffle to have dinner with him! It was the best day of my life. Just him and me and five other competition winners and his agent. I mean, talk about romance! It was like a golden ticket from heaven.”

      My eyes were drawn back to her pearl necklace again. A golden ticket, indeed.

      “What an amazing story. Now, in this room, we should find the lounge.” Sure enough, right below the sign reading Conference Room C (which could not be removed due to fire regulations), was a new painted wooden sign reading Lounge.

      I pushed open the door and my mouth fell open. I hadn’t expected to find people lounging in the lounge. But there were.

      “Hi, Adrienne!” said Cece, waving a hand holding a glass of amber-colored liquid in my general direction from the armchair she was sitting on.

      “Hey,” said Sam who was standing talking to Greg Washington, one of the ship’s cooks.

      “Hi everyone,” I said. “What are you doing?”

      Harley gave me a sideways glance, suspicious of the three loungers.

      “We’re testing out the lounge. Making sure it’s up to scratch,” said Cece before taking a sip of her drink. “It’s pretty sweet.”

      It was indeed quite well done. There were large sofas along two sides of the room, some enormous paintings of important looking old people on the walls, a liquor cabinet, a pair of mahogany coffee tables in front of each of the sofas, and several large armchairs similar to the ones found in the library. There was a faint smell of wood and whiskey about the room, and I was fairly certain some of it was coming from Cece’s glass.

      “Great,” I said through gritted teeth. “This is Harley Dane, the wife of the mystery writer.”

      “Wife of Edward Dane, renowned and worldwide bestselling author of over thirty novels,” she elaborated. I got the impression she was waiting for applause. She got polite smiles instead.

      “Hey,” said Greg with a wave. “You didn’t tell me you were in charge of this.”

      “Err, right.” I had assumed Greg was just hanging out with Cece and Sam, not that he was part of the event. Greg Washington had been working aboard Swan ships for several years, and he was one of the more entertaining and flamboyant people I’d met. We weren’t exactly friends, but we were on decent terms at the moment.

      I quickly thumbed through my stack of notes. I still hadn’t memorized the whole thing yet, and I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to be able to. I found the cast list again, and, sure enough, there was a line that read Butler - GW. I hadn’t realized that referred to Greg Washington, the cook.

      “Right. Yes. You’re a butler, Greg. Except…”

      “Except I’m in a diner. Diners ain’t got butlers, at least not any I’ve ever seen.” He was looking up at me with a look of outraged consternation. It matched his outrageous clothes: lime green pants, a purple button-up shirt that was only buttoned up to mid-chest, and a gold medallion necklace that looked like it belonged in a pirate’s treasure trove.

      “Why is there a diner? It still doesn’t make sense to me. Edward’s plot was literally perfect,” said Harley, shaking her head.

      I smiled at her and then ignored her, turning back to Greg.

      “Maybe we can change your character a little, Greg. How about being a cook in the diner?”

      He dropped his chin and raised his eyebrows at me. “A cook? Are you sh—”

      “You’ll be acting! It’ll be fun.”

      “You made the maid a maid, and the cook a cook. Why don’t you get the captain down here to play a captain too?” said Cece with a wicked smirk.

      Harley touched my elbow.

      “Did you? That’s some good thinking. Smart. When you’re dealing with amateurs, it’s best not to let them go too far out of their wheelhouse. They just can’t handle it.”

      It turned out I didn’t like being complimented by Harley any more than I did being insulted by her.

      The other three people in the room glared at the novelist’s wife, who seemed to be completely oblivious to it.

      “Greg, why don’t you go and check out the diner? I think it’s Conference Room D. And let me know if you need help with a costume.”

      Greg placed his hands on his hips and cocked his head at me. “Okay. If I, a cook, have any trouble finding a cook’s costume. I’ll hurry on over—” Greg started running on the spot, pumping his arms back and forth like pistons as his knees rose almost to his chest with each fake step “—and ask you just where I can get a cook’s uniform.” He stopped running.

      “Ha, ha. Very good, Greg. Now get out of here.”

      Greg lifted his chin into the air and sniffed snootily before heading out of the room to look at the diner.

      “Cece? Sam? I think there’s a box in the library with your costumes if you want to go and check it out.”

      “Sure,” said Sam happily.

      Cece raised her glass to her lips and downed the rest of it. “Come on!”

      My two friends departed to get their costumes, leaving me alone with Harley again.

      “Hardest job in the world,” said Harley, shaking her head to herself.

      I laughed. “Oh, it’s not that bad. It was just all thrust on me at the last minute.”

      “Not you.” Harley raised a hand to her mouth, failing to stop the laughter that erupted for a good solid ten seconds before she regained control. I stared at her stone-faced the whole time, but it didn’t seem to bother her one bit.

      “I meant Edward Dane, my husband, the famous novelist.”

      Famous novelist. Renowned writer. Could the woman talk about her husband without abusing adjectives?

      “Oh, is it hard?” I asked innocently. How hard could it be? Sitting around pecking at a keyboard all day was hardly digging ditches or performing brain surgery.

      “Oh, honey,” Harley’s tone dripped so much condescension I could almost taste it. “There’s a saying. Well, we have a saying. It goes like this: the two hardest jobs in the world are being a novelist, and...”

      I looked at her expectantly. She bit her lip with excitement before she finished. “…being a novelist’s wife! Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha!”

      I smiled politely while Harley laughed at her own joke for entirely too long.

      “It must be hard for you to explain to regular folk just how hard you have it,” I said, eyeing her pearls and expensive black ballgown.

      “Oh, it is, it is. It’s the day-to-day they just don’t get. You know, writing books is so hard. Edward has to be completely alone to do it. He books these long weekends away, three, four days. He goes off to New York, or LA, or Chicago or somewhere to just be alone with his work. And that’s why it’s so hard—for both of us. He’s all alone working away, and so am I! Pining for him.”

      My heart literally bled for them. It just started pouring out of my chest all over the lounge floor. Not.

      “Being apart for so long must be difficult, especially for a newlywed.”

      She nodded. “Oh, it’s so tough. We were living together for six months before we got married, but sometimes it was like we were living in different states. He just works so hard.”

      “Modern life is tragic.”

      “That’s why we were both so happy about this gig. Sure, it’s only a small time event for obsessive weirdos, but we get to be together while he’s working for once. It made all my friends jealous, I can tell you.”

      “Did it?” I said, only half-heartedly feigning interest in Harley’s sob story. In my head, I was thinking mostly about the upcoming days and how the event was going to unfold.

      “Oh, yes. A working cruise? Who would have thought of such a thing?! Of course I am working, like we are right now, but at the same time, it’s a break. And those people who said Edward only married me for my—I mean, people don’t realize what a great team we make together. If only I could help him with the writing too!”

      “Right.” I didn’t have the time or energy to unpack that diatribe, and luckily, I didn’t have to. The PA system saved me.

      “This is an announcement for all members of the staff and crew. Passenger boarding will commence in ten minutes. All staff and crew are to proceed to their assigned stations. Thank you.”

      “It’s nice being boarded first, isn’t it? It’s because we’re VIPs, I suppose,” said Harley airily.

      It’s because you’re working like me is what I should have said, but I bit my tongue.

      “I’m afraid I’ve got to get going now. We’ll have to continue the tour another time.” I gave a knowing look up at the speaker in the corner that had broadcast the announcement. “It’s been a real pleasure. I’ll see you at the cocktail party later.”

      Harley followed me out of the lounge and went back to the library, while I headed back to my cabin. I planned to spend the next hour or so before the welcome cocktails going over the itinerary again. I couldn’t believe I’d missed Greg Washington. What else had I missed?
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      After examining all the information I’d received yet again, I was pleased to realize how many things had already been put in motion.

      For passengers taking part in the murder mystery event, it was all supposed to kick off with a welcome event involving Mexican cocktails and snacks.

      When I called the head of catering to inquire, I was told that everything had already been arranged, and the cocktails and food would be there on time. I didn’t need to worry about it. Not only were this evening’s refreshments organized, but for all the future events too, from breakfast pastries to afternoon power-juices.

      It was a huge relief to know that all the parts had been put in place before I arrived on the scene. I just needed to manage it all as it happened, rather than having to organize everything on top of it all.

      That evening, about half an hour before the mystery event guests were due, I arrived at the conference center and headed into our newly-made library.

      Oliver McGinty was already there, and he was standing behind a table which I had not noticed earlier. The reason I hadn’t noticed it earlier was because it hadn’t been there earlier. It was one of the plastic tables with folding legs that we use all over the ship for temporary events.

      “Good evening, Mr. McGinty. What’ve you got there?” I asked, nodding my head toward the table as I approached.

      “Books,” he said, pointing down with his index finger. The tabletop was indeed covered with books. Next to the table was another one, which was currently still bare.

      “Right…” I said, hoping to lead him on.

      “They’re for sale. They said I could do it. They said I could set up a table to sell my books. It’s already arranged, so don’t say I can’t.”

      Geez, calm down. I didn’t say anything!

      “I see. If you’ve been told it’s fine, I’m sure it is. And the other table?”

      “That’s where Edward Dane is going to sell his books. We’re both at it! You can’t stop both of us, right?”

      “I wasn’t planning on stopping either of you. I’m sure the other passengers will appreciate the opportunity to browse through some of the books from your shop, or from Edward Dane.”

      “Good. Would you like to buy any?”

      I glanced over the table. There were dozens of books, but they weren’t really my style. They were the serious, gory mysteries, which were a bit too much like the real world for my tastes. Give me magic witches and cupcake bakeries any of the day of the week.

      “Perhaps later. I’ve got to make sure this all goes smoothly. No sign of the cocktails?”

      Before he could answer, I heard rattling, and I turned to the door to see where it was coming from. Four sombrero-wearing waiters, with four noisy, rattling trolleys in front of each of them, proceeded to enter one after the other. Two of the trolleys were dedicated to drinks, and two to food.

      “There they are,” said Oliver, pointing his finger at the troupe as they entered.

      “So they are,” I said, restating the glaringly obvious.

      Among all the pressing concerns I had, the most urgent was to inspect and check the food. At least, my stomach thought so anyway. The waiters set themselves up in two corner stations, each one with a cart of drinks and a cart of food.

      “Hi there,” I said, sidling up to a young blond-haired waiter standing behind a trolley full of tacos, burritos, chips, and mini individual pots of salsa and guacamole.

      The waiter tilted his head at me.

      “Que?”

      “Umm, I said hello.”

      “Que?”

      “Hola!” I tried.

      “That’s the spirit!” said the waiter in perfect English and with a white toothy grin. “I was just teasing you. But this is a Mexican themed party, right?”

      I looked around the room which was now fully decorated like an old English country mansion. The whole Mexican vibe didn’t exactly match the decor. But it was what was on the itinerary, and presumably because we were going to cruise along the Mexican coast, the first drinks party had a Mexican theme.

      “I think so. Can I snag some of those?” I said, nodding my chin at the trolley.

      “Sure thing.” He picked up a plate and a pair of tongs. “Tacos?”

      “Please!”

      “A mini-burrito?”

      “Can I have two?”

      He put three onto my plate and gave me a wink.

      “Chips and dips?”

      I pretended to think about it for a second. As if there was a possibility of me saying no. Of course there was no chance of that happening.

      “Go on, then,” I said with fake reluctance.

      “You don’t have to, you know.” His hand hovered over the trolley. He was going to make me say it.

      “I want them! Chips and dips. All of them. Just give me the trolley.”

      The waiter laughed again like he thought I was joking, and then put two little containers of dip and a little bowl of chips onto my plate.

      “Enjoy!”

      I forgot to say thank you because I’d already stuffed a whole taco into my mouth, but I gave him an appreciative nod and a moan that may or may not have successfully communicated my gratitude.

      I returned to the center of the room just in time to see Greg Washington enter. He was still wearing the same lime-green pants as earlier, but had now upgraded his shirt to a black one with lines of silver threaded through it, making him glitter and sparkle when the light caught his shirt as he moved.

      “Did you see the diner?” he asked me. Interestingly enough, that was going to be my exact same question for him.

      Before I could answer, I had to chew rapidly and swallow down the rest of my taco. After a final gulp, I wiped my mouth.

      “No. But did you? Is it okay?”

      “Oh, it’s something. It’s got a real 50s vibe, you know? It’s not very big, but they put four booths in there with those old personal jukeboxes at each table. Never thought I’d see that on this ship.”

      “Yeah? That sounds pretty neat.”

      “Yep. And the posters. I don’t know where they got them. There’s this one of a guy and his best gal in a red Cadillac zooming through Arizona with all these cactuses. It’s real nostalgic stuff.”

      I frowned when he said that. There was something about the poster that sounded strangely familiar to me, as if I’d seen it before, but the details were fuzzy.

      “What about your uniform?”

      Greg looked down as if surprised to find that he wasn’t in fact wearing a cook’s uniform.

      “Oh. Yeah. No problem with that. I even found this big old paper hat in there for me to wear.”

      “Great. But you’re not wearing it…?”

      “Oh, come on, it’s the first night! I want to look good.” Greg ran his hands down his torso and winked. “The mystery doesn’t start until tomorrow, right? So we’re not in character yet, right?”

      I offered a reluctant nod. “Right. But I thought it would be nice to have everyone in character today to welcome the guests.”

      Greg looked at me. “Aren’t you supposed to be some lord’s lady or something?”

      He did have a point. Unfortunately when I was packing for this cruise, I forgot to bring my traveling trunk full of classic gowns, dresses, diamonds, rubies, and tiaras. This was partly because I hadn’t known I’d be directing a murder mystery, but mostly because I didn’t own any of that stuff.

      “Yeah, I need to source a costume for myself before tomorrow.”

      “Maybe I’ve got something that will fit you,” said Greg, stepping back and running his eye over my figure.

      I gulped at that thought. I didn’t want to be borrowing dresses from a flamboyant chef if I could help it. Something else would turn up—I hoped. I’d have to check out the ship’s boutique later.

      While I’d been talking to Greg, a few more early birds had started to arrive. Edward and Harley Dane were there and had parked themselves behind the table next to Oliver McGinty. Harley had brought a wheeled-suitcase with her and was now unpacking the contents of it—all books—and setting them up on the table.

      A tall, broad-shouldered woman in jeans and a red blouse that didn’t quite match entered the room like she owned the place. She stopped about a yard in, and I watched as she carefully scanned the room. On her first inspection, her gaze passed me over, but on her second sweep, she locked on to me. I don’t know whether it was because of my posture, or whether she just had a natural air for detecting who was nominally in charge, but as soon as she had focused on me, she started to make her way over. There was something about her gait that made me think of an army on maneuvers.

      I smiled in anticipation of her arrival, showing her all the warmth that Swan Cruises offers to its valuable guests. I was already working under the assumption that she was one of the participants in the mystery cruise; otherwise, why else would she be here?

      “Hello. Are you in charge?”

      She had stepped uncomfortably close to me before she spoke, and when she did I had to crane my neck up to meet her gaze, since she was a good head taller than me.

      “Hi, I sure am!” I said with all the charm of a Nebraskan farm girl, shuffling a half-step back as I spoke.

      “My name is Felicity Bull and I am one of the mystery cruise guests.”

      “Adrienne James.” I turned up my smile another notch. There was something slightly hostile about Ms. Bull’s demeanor and tone, and I wanted to charm it away before any damage was inflicted.

      “So. What do we actually do?”

      “There’s going to be a murder, and all of the passengers will work together to solve it. I will be Lady Adrienne of Harkness, and many other characters will take part too.”

      She looked down at me.

      “But surely you know who committed the murder.”

      I shuffled backward. It’s not nice having someone looking down on you from directly in front of you. Unless it’s someone like Hot Stuff—I mean, First Officer Ethan Lee.

      “Well, yes, as the event organizer I know who did it. But for the guests, it’s a mystery to be solved. It’s going to be incredibly fun.”

      I hoped it would be incredibly fun. I’d never been to a murder mystery event myself but had read about them, and I even wrote an article about one during my short-lived career as a journalist.

      “Fun?” The woman pursed her lips and gave a vaguely disapproving hmm. It didn’t sound like she liked fun.

      “And this lasts twenty-four hours a day, does it?”

      “No, it—”

      She shook her head dismissively to halt my explanation.

      “Then what else is there to do?”

      “Goodness. It’s hard to know where to start—”

      “Alphabetical order is fine.”

      That threw me completely for a loop. There were countless activities to do aboard a cruise ship such as ours, but being tasked with naming them in alphabetical order made it suddenly seem hard to remember any of them.

      “You can do... basketball, cooking classes, dancing in the nightclub or in the daytime ballroom dancing classes, swimming, or...” I tried to think. “Wine drinking.”

      “There are formal wine tasting classes available?” Felicity Bull’s interest seemed to have been piqued by that.

      “Umm, no, I just mean you could drink some wine.”

      “Oh, I see. I’m worried I will be bored. Do you think I’ll be bored?”

      “Oh no, not at all. There’s lots more I didn’t tell you about. And tomorrow, we’ll pull into our first stop, and you could do a shore excursion to Cozumel tomorrow morning if you wanted.”

      “Is it safe?” Felicity stepped toward me again as she asked, and I shuffled backward some more.

      “Sure! Well, safer than New Orleans, anyway!” I finished with a little laugh. Felicity did not join in.

      “Tell me about that food,” she said, pointing toward the trolleys and the sombrero-wearing waiters.

      “Oh of course! And I can assure you, it’s all delicious,” I looked down at my plate and was considering showing it to her, but when I realized what a mess I’d made of it all, I lowered the plate instead. It would be off-putting rather than enticing.

      “There are burritos, and tacos, and chips and dip.”

      “Tell me, are the burritos and tacos made with real corn flour? Like in Mexico?”

      “Oh yes, certainly. We have world-class chefs aboard all Swan Cruise Line vessels, and I can assure you everything is as authentic as... as... their sombreros.” I pointed at the blond-haired waiter who’d served me, who tilted his large hat in our direction.

      “That’s terribly disappointing.”

      “It... is?” I furrowed my brow. Had I accidentally said the opposite of what I intended? I didn’t think I had.

      “Yes. I’m allergic to corn and all its byproducts including flour, and food items made from it such as taco shells or tortillas. I assume the corn chips are made of corn too?”

      “I... can check?” I said, flustered now.

      Felicity rolled her eyes at me. “I don’t think we need to bother checking whether the corn chips are made with corn. You know, this is a huge disappointment. I informed the company through my personal travel agent that I had a corn allergy and I was hoping—no, let me correct that—I was expecting to be looked after in that regard.”

      Whenever Felicity spoke to me, she seemed to take a step forward to loom over me, and in response, I took a step or two back.

      What I really needed right then was some assistance. I looked to my left and right and tried to peer behind Felicity.

      My eyes locked onto Greg Washington. Perfect! A chef. He could explain to her about the various food options that would be available to her throughout the cruise.

      "Excuse me, just a moment," I said to Felicity. I looked at Greg and he appeared to see me. I raised my hand and waved at him to attract his attention.

      Greg looked in my direction, took one look at Felicity, and then gave an apologetic shake of his head. I beckoned him over with urgent little come here motions with my hand. He shook his head more emphatically, turned around, and quickly hurried out of the library.

      I glared after him, before turning back to Felicity with a winning smile.

      “I’m so sorry. One of the ship's chefs was here and I wanted to talk to him about corn-free offerings onboard, but he had urgent business to attend to."

      Felicity let out a sigh of weary acceptance, as if it was exactly what she would have expected from me and Swan cruises. It didn't feel good.

      "What I can do is this, though, Felicity. I am in charge of the murder mystery program, and I can assure you corn-free choices will be available at all future events. You have my word."

      Felicity nodded dubiously, as if unsure whether my word was worth trusting when it came to something so important as snacks.

      "Excuse me?" said a now familiar voice.

      I had never been so pleased to be interrupted by someone so annoying. It was Harley Dane and she seemed to have made a friend. While I'd been talking to Felicity, a number of other guests had arrived, and the room was beginning to fill up nicely. I turned back to Felicity.

      "This is Harley Dane, or Mrs. Edward Dane if you prefer."

      "I don’t. Hello, Harley." Felicity peered down at Harley Dane as if inspecting a horse she wasn't sure she wanted to buy.

      "Her husband is the famous novelist," I said, hoping some of Harley's second-hand fame would rub off on me and garner a modicum of respect from Felicity.

      "Yes, I assumed as much. And...?" Felicity peered down at the lady accompanying Harley. She was close to my height, and thus, a good head shorter than Ms. Bull, and she wore a sweet, nervous smile.

      "Hello! I'm Mary Mead. I'm very excited about the murder mystery!"

      "Are you?" asked Felicity with an air of mild surprise.

      "I think we all are," I said pointedly to Felicity.

      "She wants to be a mystery novelist, too," said Harley.

      Mary's cheeks flushed slightly and she looked down at her shoes.

      "Oh, how wonderful!" I exclaimed. Mary’s ambitions made me very happy. She would have the chance to meet Edward Dane and participate in our event, and surely she would come away with great memories. And hopefully leave a great review. "I hope you can learn a lot from this event."

      Mary gave me a grateful smile. She had curly auburn hair that hung around the sides of her face, with a slight blush still on her cheeks. She was wearing a black cardigan over a white blouse, and around her neck there was a large silver pendant necklace, the kind of thing you often saw on the cover of more suspenseful magical mystery books.

      "I'm sure I will! Harley here has even promised to introduce me to her husband, Edward Dane! He might even look at my manuscript. I just finished my first novel a while back.”

      I gave Harley a thankful smile. She may have been cursed with arrogance, but like most people, there were both good and bad sides to her character.

      "My husband the renowned novelist is, of course, a very busy man. But he likes to give back too, so I'm sure he'll be able to spare a moment to share some of his lifetime of experience with this newbie." Harley patted Mary on the shoulder like she was a child she was taking under her wing, though they honestly seemed to be about the same age.

      Mary beamed happily.

      "It seems like frivolous work to me," said Felicity with a dismissive shake of her head. "But I suppose everyone needs a trade." She looked down on the three of us with a half-smile. "It's been a pleasure."

      Felicity turned and headed toward the nearest drinks trolley with the kind of determined stride that made me feel sorry for the waiter she was approaching. Hopefully there wasn’t corn in the margaritas, too.

      On her way to the drinks cart, Felicity brushed by a woman in a large floppy sunhat who was heading our way. I stepped back to make room for her in our little group, but as I did so, I felt a tap on my shoulder.

      I turned and couldn't help but break into my widest smile of the evening. It was Ethan Lee, the first officer—the guy I'd now been on three semi-successful dates with.

      “Adrienne. Quite the soiree you have here.”

      “Why, thank you,” I said with modest pride. “No disasters yet.”

      “Glad to hear it. Say, do you think you’ll be too busy in your new role to spare an evening for dinner?”

      I looked up at his big brown eyes. They twinkled with interest. I couldn’t keep my own smile down.

      “I’m sure I’ll be able to squeeze you in.”

      “Great. Let me know when’s good for you. I’ll be in touch.”

      He gave me a supportive squeeze on the shoulder and drifted away. When I turned back to the other three ladies, I found them deep in conversation, and so, with a spring in my step I went to find new guests to meet and mingle with.
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      After a breakfast of rubbery eggs, soft toast, and passable coffee, I told Sam and Cece to get into their costumes. We were all to meet at the cruise director’s office for a quick meeting to make sure everyone knew what they were doing and to solve any last-minute problems or answer any last-minute questions.

      I arrived at the office first, now dressed in a gown which I had managed to purchase in the ship’s boutique. While I tended to avoid spending my paycheck where I worked—it didn’t seem right to give my hard-earned money back to my employers—I made an exception in this case. Besides, I got a twenty-five percent employee discount and I needed—no, deserved—a new dress. Of course it was the only one I was going to be purchasing though, so the customers would just have to put up with me wearing the same dress each day.

      Kelly’s door was already open when I arrived and it looked like it may not have been closed since the previous time I was there. Kelly was sitting on the edge of her desk, facing the door, with the desk phone cradled in her lap and her cell phone pressed against her ear.

      “Hi, Adrienne!” she called. “Not you, sorry, someone came to my office.” She looked up at me with a smile. “How’s it going?”

      “Great,” I said with a slightly worried frown. I was concerned for the person on the other end of Kelly’s phone call.

      “Sorry!” she said into the phone. “I have a meeting now. Gotta go.”

      Kelly picked up the phone on her lap with her free hand and placed it back in its cradle. “Shoot!” She lowered the cell phone from her ear, pressed a button, and placed it down on the desk next to her.

      Kelly was less bee-like today than she had been the first time we’d met, and instead she was more like a fire beetle. She was wearing a dark red dress, matching heels, and earrings that may have been rubies. She seemed just as busy as last time, though.

      “Right. Our meeting.” She looked around the room as if hunting for a clue. “Is it just us?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “We’re waiting for some of our other staff.”

      “Panic not, for I am here!” came an excited male voice from the doorway.

      It was Greg Washington and he was dressed in a chef’s outfit, along with a tall chef’s hat.

      “There’s a stain on your outfit,” I said as I approached him.

      He flung his hands up into the air and let out an exaggerated sigh.

      “Of course there are stains on my outfit! I’m a cook in a diner! Have you ever been to a diner?”

      “Not into the kitchens.” I’d been to many diners in my life, including one in particular where I had a horrific experience.

      “Honey, diner cooks are rough. Blue collar workers. They smoke, they drink, they’re fat, they’re unreliable, and, they have stains on their uniforms.”

      “All of them?” Kelly had her face scrunched up like a disbelieving gerbil as she asked.

      “One hundred percent,” said Greg with the confidence of someone who knew what he was talking about. “So, the stains are authentic. There’s ketchup here,” he pointed at the larger stain on his front. “And here, there’s mustard. Both are genuine, I can assure you.”

      “You’re thorough. Good work!” said Kelly, and she walked toward Greg with her little hand held high in the air. As she approached, they slapped their hands together in a high-five.

      Really? For spilling stuff on his uniform?

      “Hi, am I late?” asked Sam, speaking and bustling in. She was dressed in her regular clothes: a pair of jeans and a tight T-shirt, but hanging around her neck on a lanyard was a badge reading “PRESS” in capital letters, and she was carrying what looked to be a small voice recorder.

      “Not late! Don’t worry. We’re all just arriving. Except me. I was already here. Are you really a reporter?”

      Sam shook her head. “No... I’m playing one for the murder mystery.”

      “Fantastic! You had me convinced!” said Kelly, offering Sam a high-five too. They slapped hands with a smile.

      “Is that everyone now?”

      “Just one more to come. Cece is coming as a maid.”

      “Oh yes! I remember. I ordered the costume myself,” said Kelly.

      At that point, we were all surprised when the stripper arrived.

      At least, that’s what it looked like.

      “Hi guys!” said Cece, as she entered.

      “Uh...” said Sam.

      “Oh, you go girl!” said Greg.

      “Cece!” I nearly screamed. “What in the...”

      Cece was dressed in black high-heels that seemed to add six inches to her height. Above them were black lacy stockings and suspenders, followed by the tiniest of black skirts, and a midriff- and shoulder-baring white blouse that only seemed to have two operational buttons. On her head was about the only presentable part of her costume: a black maid’s hat.

      “I look awesome, don’t I?”

      I slowly shook my head and looked at Kelly.

      “Oh... shoot,” she said, scrunching up her face and balling her hands into fists by her side.

      “Kelly?” I asked.

      “Shoot! I should have checked. I messed it up. I mess everything up, don’t I?”

      I reached over and gave her arm a supportive squeeze. She certainly had messed up, but she really didn’t seem to have meant it.

      “I just searched online for a maid’s costume, and the Hot French Maid’s costume came up. I thought, since we were going down to Mexico, it would suit the climate!”

      Cece stuck a hand on her hip. “What’s wrong with the costume? I think it looks amazing. Am I too fat for it?”

      I glared at her. She knew perfectly well what was wrong with it. The kind of clientele who went on Swan Cruises did not expect to see saucy French maids walking around. Not at all.

      “Oh, you’re not too fat! You’re not fat at all!” said Kelly in alarm, oblivious to the fact that Cece was teasing us all. “You look fantastic. But...” Kelly looked to me to finish the sentence.

      “But you can’t wear that in public. The uniform’s a mistake. We’ll have to sort something else out.”

      Cece pouted. “Everyone else thought it was awesome. At least they stared at me enough.”

      “You haven’t been strolling around the ship like that, have you?”

      She shrugged. “I came straight here. Well, after I went to sickbay.”

      “Sickbay?” said Kelly with concern. “Are you okay?”

      Cece nodded. “I was just feeling so hot, you know—I went to see Dr. Ryan to get a second opinion.”

      I glared at her.

      “Hot? Do you have a fever?” Kelly still had her hands scrunched up into little fists, and was banging her right hand against her thigh nervously.

      “Nope,” said Cece with a wicked smirk. “Anyway. I’ve gotta change? Really?”

      “Well, it might be for the best,” said Kelly gently.

      I narrowed my eyes at Cece adamantly. “Yes. Yes, you have to change. I guess you could wear your normal work clothes?”

      Cece’s expression turned dark, and it was genuine this time.

      “My work clothes? The housekeeper uniform? You want me to wear that at a public event? Do you know how demeaning that is?”

      “You could spruce it up a bit?” I suggested.

      “I think she looks foine now,” said Greg, earning his own personal glare from me.

      “Thanks, Greg,” said Cece, blowing him a kiss.

      “How about a compromise?” I suggest gently. “If you got a black dress, a nice one, but nothing too... strippery, and you swapped out the shoes for something a little less like clown-stilts… And you could keep that hat.”

      “Put a white apron on the front and you’ll be golden,” finished Greg.

      Cece’s look softened. “Yeah, I guess I could go for that.”

      “Do you have a black dress?” I asked her.

      She frowned. “Sure. In San Juan.”

      Greg shrugged. “I don’t have one either. Sam?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. Didn’t bring anything like that with me. Nor did you.”

      Sam of course knew exactly what I had with me, and she was right. The only proper dress I had with me was the one I’d bought that morning, and it was a lovely light blue color and not at all maid-like.

      I began to look toward Kelly and then stopped myself. She was so much smaller than the rest of us that even if she did have a black dress, it would be small enough on Cece to be almost as scandalous as what she was currently wearing.

      “Oh, I have an idea,” I announced.

      They all looked at me.

      “That dress Harley was wearing last night. The black one. Do you remember it?”

      “You thought she looked like a maid?” asked Cece curiously.

      “Well, no, but if you put a white apron in front of that dress, and then put that little hat on, you’d look like the most glamorous maid that ever worked.”

      The corners of Cece’s mouth crept up. She liked the idea. From her perspective it would certainly better than her wearing her regular outfit, and from the perspective of Swan Cruises it would be a lot better than having one of their employees dressed like a stripper.

      “Do you think she’ll go for it?” asked Sam.

      “I think so,” I said. “I just need to frame it in such a way that she thinks it’s in order to help out her husband, which—tangentially—it will be. It’s his murder mystery plot we’re following.”

      There were murmurs of agreement all around. It seemed like we had a plan.

      “Hey, Kelly?” asked Cece.

      “Yes?”

      “Can I keep this Hot Maid outfit?”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the meeting was largely uneventful. No one had any concerns or questions; however, the fact we had discovered Cece’s wardrobe malfunction before the guests saw meant that it had been worthwhile.

      After dismissing everyone, and wrapping Cece in a bedsheet borrowed from a nearby housekeeping supply closet for her walk back to her cabin, I went to the Danes’ cabin to see if I could persuade Harley to loan us her dress.

      I had a sneaking suspicion that she wouldn’t be wearing the same dress more than once anyway. She didn’t seem like the kind of woman who would ‘embarrass’ herself by being seen wearing the same outfit more than once. She was the opposite of me in that regard. I intended to wear the same dress every time I played my character.

      When I arrived at their stateroom, which was located in the VIP section of the ship, I found that their door was ajar. Hovering my hand over the lion’s head doorbell outside the room, I listened to see if I could hear anything. I didn’t want to interrupt; if they seemed busy, I would just come back later.

      I could hear a voice coming from inside, and I listened intently to see whether I would be disturbing the conversation. It was Edward Dane talking, and after hearing him speak, followed by a pause, and then speak again, I realized that he was talking on the telephone.

      “... Don’t worry! Look, I told you, I will be back in the States in six days... Yes!... Of course!... Look, this gig will pay enough, and then... Yes! ... The new contract will cover the rest... all of it!”

      I hadn’t meant to listen to so much—it just kind of happened. I stood there and the words kept coming. I should really have stepped away as soon as I heard it was a confidential telephone call, but it was hard to drag myself away.

      Finally, I backed up from the door, waiting until I could no longer hear Edward speaking. I gently pulled the door toward me, so it appeared to be closed even though it was still slightly ajar. When I was sure he was done with his telephone call, I reached for the bell and pressed the button located inside the mouth of a brass lion.

      There was the sound of something being put down, and then footsteps punctuated by the smack of a cane against the marble floor of the VIP suite’s living room as he approached.

      “Yes?” he said as he answered the door, speaking before he’d even seen who it was.

      “Hi. Adrienne James. Do you remember?”

      “Yes.” He gave me a pointed look.

      “I was wondering—is Harley in?”

      He shook his head at me. “Afraid not. She’s been dragged away by that annoying amateur.”

      I frowned in thought. Amateur? Then I realized he must have meant Mary Mead, the young lady novelist I’d met the night before. She said she had just finished working on her first book, so I supposed that did make her an amateur.

      “Do you know where they went?”

      He tapped his cane on the floor several times while he thought. It seemed that not every parting word of his newly wedded beloved echoed in his mind when they were apart.

      “I think they were going to the library, and then going ashore.”

      “Ashore?” I said with a frown.

      “Yes. Mexico. That’s right, isn’t it?”

      “Oh! Right, yes. That’s correct.”

      After our overnight cruise, we had docked at our first port of call that morning. The passengers had a chance to go ashore for the day if they so desired. For our mystery cruisers, they would need to make sure they were back for the first clues to be distributed and first scenes to be acted out that evening.

      “I’ll see if I can catch them before they leave. Have a nice day, Mr. Dane.”

      He acknowledged me with a grunt and a smack on the floor with his cane, before closing the door completely.

      It seemed a little odd to me that he wasn’t joining his wife for the trip ashore, but then again, if she was palling around with Mary Mead and he didn’t like her, it made sense that he was avoiding the trip. He’d probably been to Mexico many times before anyway.

      I checked the time. It wasn’t yet 10 a.m., so there was a chance they were still in the library.
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      I could smell breakfast pastries coming from the library before I'd even turned the final corner to arrive at the murder mystery set, or the conference suite as it was normally known as.

      As part of the mystery package, the guests had access to the library and lounge to use throughout their cruise, as well as food and refreshments which would be provided throughout the day. They were paying significantly more than the regular passengers to participate in the event, and thus, they earned a few perks.

      Although I had eaten breakfast, being at sea really builds the appetite, so I was looking forward to refueling in the library. I suspected the coffee might be better than what we got in the staff canteen, too.

      I was hurrying along as fast as I could—without looking like I was running—when I was nearly bowled over as I rounded the corner before the conference suite.

      "Thank goodness!" said Harley Dane.

      "Oh, you have to come quickly!" said Mary Mead. "There's a fight!"

      "That woman is going to ruin my husband's event! You have to stop her!"

      All thoughts of pastries pushed aside (for now), I followed the two women back to the library. Sure enough, as I approached, I could hear the sounds of arguing coming from inside.

      I was not surprised to discover that that woman was none other than Felicity Bull. The person she was arguing with was Oliver McGinty, the bookstore owner. They were facing each other, red-faced and shaking with rage.

      “It’s not your place! They’re not your books! Leave them alone!” Beads of sweat had formed on McGinty’s head and he was waving his fist at his tormentor in rage.

      Felicity was shaking her head so fast her hair was whipping around like she was caught in a hurricane.

      “No! You have no right! I am a customer and you have to respect me! They need to be in the right order!”

      “They’re my books, and I’ll arrange them however I like!”

      I looked to Mary for an explanation before I dived in.

      “The big lady was rearranging the books on the shelves. She wanted them largest to smallest. She said it upset her when the sizes were all mish-mashed together.”

      Harley nodded in agreement. “And he said that the books have to be arranged by category, sub-category, and author.”

      Goodness, people can sure be petty, I thought.

      “You don’t like the books in the correct order?” said Felicity, steamrolling across the room to the bookshelves. “Well, how about if they’re on the floor instead!” She reached out two ham-sized hands and began yanking handfuls of books off the shelves, letting them fall to the floor.

      I ran across the room. “Felicity? Excuse me—”

      I tried to slip between her and the bookshelf, to create a barrier to stop the destruction.

      “Move! I’m a customer! You need to respect the customer!” She put an arm around me to try and grab at more books.

      “If she knocks any more books on the floor, I’ll knock her on the floor,” said McGinty, who was now crossing the room toward us.

      As he walked, he rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt. He raised two fists in front of his face like he was entering a boxing match.

      “Stop it! Both of you!” I shouted. If the fight escalated to a physical confrontation, Oliver McGinty wouldn’t stand a chance. Felicity would crack him like an egg.

      WHEEEEEE!

      There was a sharp, earsplitting whistle. Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to look at the source, even Oliver and Felicity.

      My heart lifted when I saw who it was. Ethan Lee was standing in the doorway, holding a tin whistle which he had just removed from between his lips.

      “This is a murder mystery event, not a murder in public event,” he said. “I’m sorry to say it, but you’re embarrassing yourselves. And before you start saying I shouldn’t speak like that to customers, I’m here to tell you that I am and I will. I’m in charge of the ship’s security and that has to be put above all your petty squabbles, no matter what they’re about. This argument ends now.”

      Oliver McGinty had lowered his hands and unclenched his fingers. His shoulders had drooped and he looked suitably chastened.

      Felicity Bull lowered her arms to stop from pulling more books off the shelf, but a steely look of anger still burned in her eyes.

      Behind Ethan, Sam slipped inside the room and hurried over to me.

      “Hi,” she said smiling. “I heard the commotion from outside.”

      “Felicity, this is Samantha, one of our customer liaison officers. Perhaps you can explain to her what happened and we’ll work out a way to make it right.”

      I gave Sam a thankful smile. She gave me a nod of acknowledgment and gently took Felicity by the arm, leading her away.

      Oliver McGinty had walked back behind his book-selling table and was leaning on it. His face had gone from angry red to tired pale. Ethan and I both reached him at about the same time.

      “She criticized my books, and then she decided she was going to rearrange them all in the stupidest way I’ve heard.”

      I looked at Ethan. He nodded at me. It was my role to solve the dilemma.

      “I think the issue here is that we need to introduce a rule. We’ll say the books are part of the set, and that customers are not permitted to re-arrange any part of the set—the armchairs, the sofas, the lamps, the pictures, the rugs, or indeed the books.”

      Ethan and Oliver both nodded with approval at my declaration.

      “We’ll say that it could affect the plot—that there are some very precise clues that could be ruined if people move or rearrange things that they shouldn’t. Does that sound reasonable, Mr. McGinty?”

      “Yes. That rule should have been instituted from the start. Though I suppose no one could expect that kind of behavior. I’ve had my shop for fifteen years and I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I hope nothing has been damaged,” said Ethan.

      We looked over at the bookshelf that Felicity had been emptying. There was a heap of books on the floor in front of it.

      “I shall have to go and check. I’ll bill her for any damage,” he said with angry determination.

      “Right. If you do that, could you please pass on the bill to me, rather than giving it to her directly?” I suggested. Not that I had any intention of passing the bill on to Felicity. I figured Swan Cruises could better absorb that loss than the possible destruction that might ensue if we tried to give Felicity Bull an extra bill.

      “I will,” he said with determination.

      We could see Sam leading Felicity out of the room and it now seemed the immediate danger had passed.

      “If there’s anything we can do to help, don’t hesitate to ask Adrienne here,” said Ethan with a smile in my direction.

      I kind of wanted to hit him, but instead I just smiled sweetly at Oliver McGinty.

      “Oh, don’t you worry. I shall.” He bobbed his head up and down in agreement with himself.

      Leaving him to it, Ethan and I said farewell to the bookseller and we began to walk toward the door—but not too quickly. I don’t think either of us wanted to catch up to Felicity Bull.

      “What’s going on?” I asked him, pulling at his arm.

      For the first time since I’d known him, Ethan was in casual clothes. He had on gray corduroy trousers, a sky-blue short-sleeved button-up shirt, and brown brogues.

      Normally he was wearing his first officer’s uniform, a perfectly tailored white and gold outfit that really showed off his drool-worthy frame. But he looked good in casual clothes too—more relaxed.

      “I’m going ashore.”

      “Oh, that sounds fun,” I said. Maybe he would invite me with him. Not that I could go, of course; I had too much to do myself.

      “Maybe,” he said, vaguely. He didn’t sound excited about his day trip anyway.

      “Well, have a nice time,” I said to him as we reached the library door.

      “You too. Good luck with the customers.” He gave me a wry smile.

      “Thanks, I’ll need it,” I said as I peered back over my shoulder. Oliver had begun to pick up his books from the floor.

      “See you,” he said and gave a little wave.

      And so off he went, ashore, apparently without even considering inviting me to join him.

      Not that I could have gone anyway. At least, that’s what I told myself.
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      When Felicity Bull arrived at the library at ten o’clock that evening, she was the only person there.

      She had some work to do, and what better place to work than in a quiet library? Even if it was a fake library that should more correctly have been called Conference Room B. Use of the facility from seven in the morning until nine at night was supposed to be one of the perks of the mystery-murder cruise, but even though it was past that time, she was going to make sure she made the most of it. She had a key, after all.

      When she entered the room, she immediately felt a surge of anger—almost of betrayal. Despite her earlier complaints, and the rudeness of the bookseller, her advice had clearly not been heeded. She walked around the room, inspecting each of the bookshelves.

      Just as she had suspected, he had arranged them all back in his own stupid order.

      Felicity was very particular about a lot of things, and how things were arranged was one of them. She'd been accused of suffering from OCD once, but that person had clearly not known what they were talking about. Everyone knew that you arranged things in order of size, didn't they? Biggest to smallest. It was simple, and beautiful. If you start worrying about names and titles and categories, you end up with a shelf of books that looks like it was thrown together by a chimp.

      She'd fix them later.

      That'd be a nice surprise for everyone in the morning, wouldn't it? If, when they arrived, all the books were neatly and beautifully arranged in the correct manner. She imagined she'd get some compliments from some of the other guests, and no doubt some more whining from the bookseller. What was his name? Oliver McNoIdea? Something like that.

      Felicity sat down at the old-fashioned roll-up desk in the corner. The wooden chair that accompanied it creaked when she sat down. She shifted her weight back and forth, checking to make sure it could hold the weight of a normal person like herself. It wobbled and quietly groaned but didn't seem to be in danger of immediate failure. It would go in the report though.

      Everything would.

      That was Felicity Bull's job, in fact. Reports.

      She worked for a ‘secret shopper’ agency that had been hired by Swan Cruises to find out just what the customer experience was like. She didn't have all the details, but she had been informed that some strange things happening onboard Swan Cruise ships—this one in particular—and she was to investigate and provide a thorough report.

      And Felicity Bull was very thorough indeed.

      She pulled out her notebook and a 2B pencil—she liked to really be able to press down and get some really dark emphasis on some of her words. She began to scrawl down some of the things she had seen and heard during her first day aboard.

      "When I'm done with this report, every last one of them is going to be in for some serious disciplinary action," she said, to herself with a surprisingly girlish giggle.

      Felicity Bull's most important characteristic was her desire for justice, ideally in the form of customer service workers being fired for poor service. There was no justice sweeter in her mind than a crying waitress being kicked out of a restaurant for bringing the wrong egg order, or a sales clerk being dragged before a disciplinary committee for smirking instead of smiling.

      She stuck the end of the pencil in her mouth and chewed while she thought about where she needed to begin.

      An idea came to her, and she began to scrawl on the first blank page of her little notebook.

      She'd type it all up later.

      She was going to begin with the staff. She scrawled the words STAFF on top of the page, and then, in parenthesis wrote: Incompetent? Problems? Fireable offenses? Her final report would be neat and clean, but for now it was more like brainstorming than formal reporting.

      She started with the woman Adrienne James. She was ill prepared for the event and hardly seemed to know what was going on. She seemed to be over her head and, in Felicity's view, needed to be replaced. She made a note of all these points, tapping the pencil against her teeth in her brief moments of thought.

      Next was Ethan Lee. He was supposed to be in charge of security, but after the bookseller had threatened her, all he'd done was placate him.

      The book man should have been put in the brig for the rest of the trip.

      Felicity paused, while she thought back to the earlier incident. Ethan Lee at least had the redeeming quality of being quite handsome. The way his shirt had hugged his broad shoulders had been almost statuesque. She tapped the pencil against her teeth until she realized she was daydreaming instead of reporting. She didn't write down what she thought of his physical appearance, but she made certain to get down all his failings.

      Then there was the first scandal she had seen.

      She thought of it in terms of first, because no doubt on such a poorly run ship there would be many others before the cruise was over.

      That morning, while walking to the sick bay to acquire some seasickness pills, she had almost bumped into what she thought, at the time, was a lady-of-the-night. She couldn't have been more shocked to find out that the scantily-clad girl was not only a Swan employee, but also part of the murder mystery event. The very idea that Swan thought her outfit was appropriate was really beyond the pale.

      The girl, who she had discovered was called Cece, and her supervisor both needed to be dismissed. Felicity underlined the word dismissed enthusiastically, swiping the pencil back and forth, back and forth, sending graphite dust flying. She had to blow against the page when she was done with Cece to remove all the little black bits of dust that had accumulated.

      Felicity tapped the pencil against her teeth in further thought. Who else was there?

      Oh yes. Another incompetent employee. The problem was,: she didn't even know this one's name! There was a woman she'd seen folding towels at one point, carrying a tray of food later, and directing passengers another time. It was like she didn’t even have a proper job. Just a general drudge. She'd even been at the cocktail party the night before in a big floppy hat. She needed to have a name badge and title at least. The mystery woman got a big circle and a question mark around her name.

      “Oh!” said Felicity to herself, as she remembered something else. There was just so much to think about.

      Inappropriate relationships!

      This got a special subheading of its own. She'd been observing everyone, and if she wasn't mistaken, there was certainly some inappropriate flirtation between the first officer and this Adrienne James, as well as between the lady-of-the-night and the doctor in the sickbay.

      Some people might think it old-fashioned, but Felicity was firmly of the belief that romantic relationships had no part of working life. If a situation ever did occur where a married couple ended up working together, they should show no outward signs of affection or anything beyond polite acknowledgment of each other. On that she was firm.

      What else? She tapped the pencil against her teeth again, and then stuck it back in her mouth to chew the end some more.

      "Aha! The pool!"

      There'd been so many examples of incompetence, inappropriateness, and downright insolence on the first day of the cruise that she had almost forgotten about one of the incidents.

      While taking a well-deserved break by the pool after that bookseller had ruined her morning, she had requested the pool boy bring her a towel. While he had done so, the stupid man had brought her a wet towel that had clearly been used by another guest.

      She underlined his name with several angry squiggles. Shaun Anderson.

      She'd made sure to get it down after she finished dressing him down. The whole time, he had seemed distracted, staring at that awful customer liaison girl who escorted her out of the library earlier. What was her name? Oh yes. Samantha. She scribbled that down, too, with more underlining.

      Felicity leaned back in the chair with a creak and chewed on the pencil some more. She'd never had so many notes to type up after the first day on a job. She should get a bonus for this, she thought with a shake of her head.

      Felicity leaned forward again to carry on writing. She'd almost forgotten! The icing on the cake of incompetence!

      GREG WASHINGTON, she wrote in angry, jerky, capital letters.

      He got some extra lines under his name, and he deserved them. They certainly needed to know his history. He was definitely going on her list of people that should certainly be dismissed.

      When she was done with Greg, she leaned back again and checked her watch. It was nearly ten thirty.

      It was a shame she couldn't write about the other guests as well.

      In fact, it was a business idea she had: she would review other customers, and then set up a blacklist of the worst ones so that companies could block them. She wasn't quite sure whether Oliver McGinty counted as customer or staff, but he definitely deserved some kind of censure. She’d put him in her report too, just to cover her bases. She removed the pencil from her mouth, licked her lips, and scrawled down the bookseller’s name.

      She checked her watch again. Just two minutes or so left. If they arrived on time, of course.

      She had arranged a meeting which could very well be to her own benefit, if not for the person she was meeting as well. Surely, they would have something to offer her in return for her silence?

      The library door creaked. Felicity dropped her pencil on the desk and turned to look. Nothing.

      She lumbered to her feet and headed over to the door. She could be there to greet them when they arrived at least. As she approached, the door slowly began to swing open. She checked her watch. Ten thirty exactly. But on time was late in her book, but presumably this ignorant fool didn’t know that yet.

      They were here! Felicity Bull put on her best welcoming scowl, pulled open the door, and…
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      The next morning, I ate an early breakfast in the canteen while Sam was still snoozing. The first clues had been given out to the various guests last night and there’d been a happy buzz as they all mingled, chatted, and set about thinking about the solution to the murder.

      As was to be a daily tradition during the event, each person dropped their best guesses and motivations as to who the murderer was into a sealed box.

      At the end of the cruise, the first person to have figured out the murderer and the correct motivation would be declared the winner, and they’d receive a free cruise for them and a partner as the grand prize.

      We were going to continue later that morning. The plan was to have more breakfast pastries delivered—which I fully intended to consume this time, since I’d missed out the day before—along with juice, coffee, and tea, and the morning’s clues would be distributed. After some more mingling, the guests would have some free time to spend as they wished, thinking about the mystery or availing themselves of some of the ship’s facilities.

      I was wearing my blue Lady Adrienne James of Harkness gown as I walked down the ship’s hallways. There’s something quite magnificent about wearing a beautiful evening dress in the morning; people actually stopped and stared at me as I went by, a beaming smile on my lips. Strangely, one lady gave me something of a disapproving look. She was probably jealous, I surmised.

      “Yo!” shouted a familiar voice as I came close to the conference suite.

      Much to my surprise, it was Cece, dressed in her work uniform. She had taken a different route here and had emerged from a hallway that intersected the one I was on.

      “What are you doing up and about?”

      “Looking for you. Did you get that dress for me?”

      “Oh... shoot,” I said with a grin. We both laughed at my impression of Kelly Cline. “Sorry. I tried to ask Harley yesterday morning, but she wasn’t there. Then there was that fight. And last night I just totally forgot.”

      Cece nodded. She was currently wearing her housekeeper’s uniform, which fit the definition of maid, but didn’t really have the right feel for a murder mystery event. It was both too dowdy and too modern, particularly the top, which was more polo shirt than traditional maid’s blouse.

      “I bet it won’t be until the last day I get it, right?”

      “No way! We’ll get you sorted out by then,” I said with more confidence than I felt. I wasn’t sure Harley would actually agree to lending her dress—not because she would need it, but lending it to someone as lowly as a housekeeper didn’t strike me as something she’d be comfortable with.

      “So are you going to help me get set up? We’ve got to do the dead body drop this morning.”

      “Yeah. Maybe. I was planning to help you eat the danishes, but I guess I can give you a hand with some other stuff. Oh, I think you were right about the other costume, by the way.”

      “Of course I was,” I said, giving her a gentle punch on the arm. I’d been telling her that I was always right since we’d met, but she never quite seemed to get it. “What happened?”

      “You know that horrible cow?”

      I coughed and spluttered. “Cece! We can’t talk about guests that way!”

      “Sure we can, if they’re not listening,” she said dismissively. “And anyway, I don’t talk about guests that way. I only talk about one guest that way. And it’s her name, isn’t it? Mrs. Cow?”

      I punched her again. “It’s Ms. Bull. And she is a valued and esteemed client.” I tried to keep my face straight as I said it, but we both ended up laughing instead. I know it was bad of me, but some guests really brought out the worst in all of us.

      “She cornered me yesterday afternoon. She said she’d seen me that morning.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. She said. She said she’d seen me in the maid’s outfit going into the sickbay, and thought I was some kind of... escort. Or worse.”

      I reached out a hand and gave her shoulder a supportive squeeze. “I’m sorry she said that to you.” I dug my fingers into her shoulder for emphasis. “But you were dressed rather... spicily.”

      She turned to me with a frown and then her face opened up in a wild grin. “I know—I looked awesome. You should have seen the look on Ryan’s face when I went into the sickbay. I dropped his pen, and when I went to pick it up—”

      “Umm, I can bet,” I said, interrupting her. “Anyway, we’ll sort you out a replacement look soon. Promise. Now come on, let’s go see if they wrecked the library in the night.”

      “Maybe Mrs. Cow went to rearrange the books again while we were sleeping.”

      “Do you think she did?” I said with alarm. “If she did, we might have a real murder scene on our hands.”

      We hurried down the hallway, giggling at the thought of how angry Mr. McGinty would be if his books had been moved again. Although Cece hadn’t been there, Sam had given her a much funnier, more exaggerated version of the events along with a sterling impression of Felicity Bull, huffing and puffing as she threw the books around.

      As we approached, I caught the scent of freshly heated pastries and coffee wafting toward us. Catering had beaten us there.

      “Right here we are,” I said as we arrived outside the conference suite.

      I was pleased to see that the door to the library was already open. Hopefully, Greg or one of his colleagues was setting up the morning’s breakfast bar with (corn-free) pastries, juices, and coffee.

      “I’m about ready for second breakfast,” I said to Cece as we arrived.

      “Sign me up for that too,” she said. Cece pushed the door open with a gentle kick as we arrived. “Greg! Where are those pastries?” Cece’s voice dropped an octave and her tone switched to serious in an instant. “What in the…”

      I entered the room just after Cece. It’s amazing how quickly you can go from laughing and playing around to having the bottom fall out of your stomach in shock.

      It happens to me every time I find a dead body.

      In the middle of the room, Greg Washington was standing over a large body lying on the floor. Next to it lay a large brass candlestick.

      “Whew!” I said with a grin. “I got the wrong idea for a moment there.” It took me a moment to realize this was simply the body for today’s part of the murder mystery. It was to start with the discovery of a body in the library, killed by a candlestick.

      “Did Kelly have the dummy brought in?” I asked. “When did she do it? She must have been up early.”

      Cece nudged my arm. “I don’t... I don’t think that’s the dummy.”

      Walking forward, I approached Greg who was staring at me open-mouthed. The dummy was much bigger than I thought it would be. In fact, I didn’t know they made dummies that big.

      “Adrienne,” said Greg, his voice low and sad and serious, completely unlike his usual manner of speaking. “That’s not a dummy.”

      I stepped in closer and leaned over it. “Oh, sh—”

      “Shoot?” suggested Cece.

      “Shoot, shoot, shoot,” I said, shaking my head.

      The three of us gathered around. Below us was the body of Felicity Bull. Next to it was the candlestick that was supposed to have been used in our murder mystery event to ‘kill’ the victim.

      “Is she... dead?”

      “I checked. I just found her. She’s dead.” Greg blew out a long stream of air from puffed up cheeks, shaking his head as he looked down at the corpse.

      My eyes flicked over from the body to the cook. Greg was standing with his hands behind his back, staring down at the body. Greg wasn’t the kind of person who stood with his hands behind his back. Usually they were flying this way and that as he spoke, like a caricature of a particularly expressive Italian.

      “Greg?”

      “Yes?” he said. When he answered, I saw his shoulder and upper arm twitch, as if he’d been about to move his arms but stopped himself.

      “Are you hiding something behind your back?”

      As soon as I said it, an even worse thought occurred to me. Maybe he wasn’t hiding something behind his back. Maybe his hands were actually covered in blood.

      “No,” he said, shaking his head and walking backward.

      “Greg,” said Cece sternly, stepping toward him. “Hands, now.”

      He shook his head. “No! I don’t want to!”

      Cece and I walked after him, while he continued to walk backward until he crashed into the writing desk in the corner.

      “What is it?” said Cece, glaring at him. “Did you kill her? Have you got blood on your hands?”

      “No!” he shouted. “No! I just found her. Please, leave me alone!”

      As we both closed in on Greg, Cece feinted left and then twisted around to the right, snatching behind his back. Her hand returned triumphant, holding a notebook. Greg reached after it, but Cece jumped backward, and Greg gave up, slumping against the desk with a moan.

      “What is it?” I asked him. “Why were you hiding that notebook?”

      Greg was silent for a moment, then finally he raised his chin, a calm, stoic look on his face. “That woman,” he said lifting his chin in the direction of the body, “she was a corporate spy. A secret shopper. And that’s her notebook.”

      “But why were you trying to hide it? It could be valuable evidence.”

      “Yeah. It could. That’s what I’m afraid of,” said Greg, shaking his head to himself sadly.

      “Whoa,” said Cece. She had her head buried in the notebook already.

      “What is it?”

      “It seems Mrs. Cow didn’t think much of any of us.” Cece looked at Greg. “Though she has a special sour spot for you. What’s up with that?”

      Greg just scrunched up his face, raising both hands to cover his eyes. His shoulders started to shrug as he began to weep. I assumed it was for himself, rather than the dead body in the middle of the room.

      Cece came toward me and handed the notebook over. Great, I thought as I took it, all three of us have our fingerprints on it now. That one bit of evidence was now probably going to be useless.

      “Someone better call the first officer.”

      Greg and Cece both looked at me.

      “Fine, I better call the first officer.”
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      While we were waiting for Ethan Lee to arrive, I carefully read through Felicity Bull’s notebook. It revealed not just that she was our corporate spy, but that she had been looking into all of us.

      And not a single one of us was up to her standards.

      I didn’t know if we were really all that bad, or whether she just had rather unrealistic expectations.

      When I read what she wrote about me, there was an element of truth to it. I pretty much was in over my head, but the vitriol with all of its dark, scribbled underlining was too much in my opinion.

      “She had it in for all of us,” I said to Cece with a shake of my head.

      “Yeah, well, I was right. She was a cow.”

      “We shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,” I said, but my heart wasn’t really in it.

      There were thumping footsteps from outside, and a moment later, Ethan Lee and Dr. Ryan Wilson arrived together, quickly followed by several other members of Ethan’s security team.

      “What happened?” was the first thing they asked.

      “She was killed in the library with a candlestick,” said Cece, pointing at the corpse and the heavy brass candlestick that was sitting next to it.

      Ethan gave her a dark look, but I could see the doctor was struggling to contain a smile despite the gravity of the situation. He’d had a crush on Cece as long as I’d known the two of them, and apparently it extended as far as finding her least funny and most inappropriate jokes amusing.

      The handsome young doctor knelt down next to the corpse and began to examine her, while Ethan carefully examined the room. He gave instructions to his security team to seal off the area.

      “Adrienne,” he said as he approached me. “Any idea what happened?”

      “Apart from the obvious—” my eyes flicked over the body and back to Ethan “—I don’t know. Greg was the first on the scene, and then Cece and I arrived.”

      “Mr. Washington?” Ethan called across the room. “Could you join us for a minute?”

      Greg mumbled an affirmative and left his position leaning against the desk to come and join us. Greg was normally a noisy, boisterous, emotive, and flamboyant guy, but today he was quiet and lethargic. It must have been the shock. I hoped it was the shock, anyway.

      And not guilt.

      “Tell me exactly what happened this morning, prior to the ladies’ arrival.”

      Sometimes being called a lady can make you feel old, but the way Ethan said it didn’t make me feel that way; instead, it made me feel important. It may have partly been because of the fancy gown I was wearing as well, but mostly it was his tone. It cheered me a little inside.

      “I came in here with the breakfast cart,” he pointed to the trolley which was near the back of the room, close to the desk, still laden with pastries and big urns of hot coffee.

      The smell of the coffee still filled the room, masking other unpleasant scents which no doubt lurked underneath. I stared at the food cart a little too long before my gaze went back to the chef.

      “Of course, when I entered, I saw the body right away, but I thought it was a mannequin. I knew the body drop was this morning, and I figured someone else was here before me to do that.”

      Ethan looked at Felicity’s body skeptically. He didn’t seem convinced that anyone could mistake it for a dummy.

      “When did you realize?”

      “Well, first I found the notebook on the desk. I picked it up and took a quick peek. I thought it was a clue for the mystery. But it was filled with notes about us.”

      “Us?”

      Cece and I nodded confirmation.

      “All of us,” I said.

      Ethan still looked somewhat confused.

      “She was the person hired by corporate to spy on us, and she was. Spying, I mean. I had a look at the notebook, and there’s notes about everyone here, including you.”

      “Me?” said Ethan in disbelief.

      “Yep. You, me, Cece, Sam, Greg, Dr. Ryan, some pool boy. Oliver McGinty too.”

      “She was thorough, then. Any idea who might have wanted to kill her?”

      I snorted. “Yeah. All of us. The stuff she wrote in her notebook wasn’t very nice. Even about you, Ethan.”

      “I see,” he said, but I could tell he didn’t really believe it.

      “Take a look,” I said and handed the notebook over.

      He took it out of my hands and then winced. I knew what he was thinking.

      “I know. It won’t be any good for fingerprints now, I’m afraid. Greg had already picked it up before he realized she was dead, and then Cece had it, and then me.”

      “Right,” he said, flicking it open.

      One thing I liked about Ethan was he didn’t cry over spilled milk. I could imagine a different person in his position giving us all a pointless lecture about how we shouldn’t have touched the book, but he didn’t do that. We all knew that ideally it wouldn’t have been touched, but he didn’t belabor the point now that the mistakes had already been made.

      While Ethan was examining the notebook, Cece and I wandered over to the door where I thought I could hear the beginnings of a commotion.

      “I work here,” I heard Sam saying from outside.

      “No one is to enter,” said one of the security guards.

      “Hi?” I said, to get their attention from behind. “It’s okay. She’s allowed in.”

      The brown-haired security guard who was closest to the door reluctantly nodded and waved her through.

      “I can’t believe you started without me!” she said when she saw the body. “And the guests aren’t here either. What’s going on?”

      “That’s not the body for the murder mystery.”

      Sam cocked her head at me. “Umm, it clearly is. Unless you’re telling me that there’s been a…”

      She stopped speaking when she saw the looks on mine and Cece’s faces. And when she saw Dr. Ryan kneeling on the floor next to the body.

      “Are you sh—”

      “It’s true,” blurted out Cece, interrupting her. “Someone murdered old Mrs. Cow right where the murder mystery body was supposed to be found. There’s even a candlestick next to it, just like in the story.”

      “Oh no,” said Sam, shaking her head. “What are we going to do?”

      That was a good question. I didn’t have an answer to it, unfortunately. It was above my pay grade.

      It’d be up to Kelly, Ethan, and I supposed the captain to make any big decisions regarding our murder mystery event. And of course the real murder mystery we’d been left with.

      “Greg?” called Ethan.

      We all turned to look.

      Greg was back leaning against the desk again, while the first officer was still holding the notebook. He’d obviously found something of interest.

      We all sidled over, curious.

      “Did you know Felicity Bull before this cruise? She had your name circled multiple times, and underneath it says, ‘Do they know his history?’ Can you think why that would be?

      Greg let out a sigh so dramatic I thought he was back to his old self for a moment. But when he started speaking, it was the slow, sad, almost monotonous tone that was so uncharacteristic of him.

      “Yes, I knew her. You may not know this, but before I worked on the ship, I had my own restaurant. Just a small one.”

      We all leaned in to listen.

      From the expression on Greg’s face, we knew this wasn’t going to be a happy story, but it sure sounded like it was going to be interesting.

      “They were filming a reality TV show. You know, one of those ones about restaurants. When they asked if they could film at my place, I jumped at the chance. Who wouldn’t? Being on television, in the spotlight, having my restaurant featured? I thought it would be great for business.”

      We were all nodding along by then. It sounded like a great opportunity for Greg.

      “But I didn’t count on one thing. Felicity Bull.” He shook his head at the memory he was dredging up.

      “I didn’t know it at the time, but she was part of this reality television team. Only she was undercover, like she was here. But she wasn’t there to get at the truth. She was there to make the show more interesting. I never found out if it was the TV producers or just Felicity working on her own nasty initiative, but she messed things up for me. She messed everything up.”

      He looked up at the ceiling as he recalled the difficult memories. With a shrug of his shoulders, he carried on.

      “She pretended to find a hair in the food, and then claimed that when we brought her fresh food it was too cold. It wasn’t. When the cameras were off, she antagonized my waitress, and then when they were focused on her again, she invented some story about how the waitress had been rude to her. By that time, the waitress had had enough and ended up throwing a glass of water over her and quitting on the spot. It was awful.”

      Greg raised a hand to his eye and wiped away a tear. “She started a fight with another table of regulars and deliberately dropped her main course on the floor to see what we would do to correct the situation. I tried to kick her out. But she refused to go. The television cameras loved that. In the end, she was sitting at a table all by herself while we refused to serve her anymore. I called the police on her.”

      “Wow,” I said.

      Cece whistled. Ethan and Sam just nodded their heads, urging him to carry on.

      “When the show finally aired, they cut out everything good about my restaurant—and it was a good restaurant, really—and they only focused on the drama and nonsense made by that woman. It was a hit piece.”

      I worried he was going to spit on her corpse when he was finished. “It ruined my restaurant. No one would come after it aired, and Felicity had upset my staff and regular customers. I looked into suing them, but I didn’t have the funds. I had to shut down within three months. I lost everything. Everything. That’s why I came to work on the cruise ship. I didn’t expect to ever see her again, but here she is. Or was, rather.”

      He stared down at the body with vitriol in his eyes. “Can’t say I’m sad. Not a bit. She was a horrible, horrible person, and I think we’re all better off without her.”

      There were murmurs of agreement, but mine wasn’t one of them.

      It wasn’t that he was wrong to hate her. The problem was that the more he talked about how he didn’t care that she was dead, the more likely it made him a suspect.

      I knew Greg. I’d known him for quite a while now. I didn’t think he was capable of murder. But after the story he’d just told us, I was beginning to have second thoughts.

      “Greg? Maybe tone it down a bit on being happy she’s gone?” I suggested.

      He shrugged. “No. She was a cow and she deserved it. I bet I’m not the only one she hurt.”

      “Umm, right. But you know, you were the one who found her, and you’ve got the most motivation to have killed her. It doesn’t look good.”

      He blinked in realization. “Oh! Right. Darn. You have to believe me—I had nothing to do with it. I’m not sad, but I didn’t do it. Really and truly!”

      He was looking around in alarm now, as if the FBI were about to jump out and grab him.

      That wasn’t how it worked on a cruise ship though. If Ethan really thought Greg did it, and there was sufficient evidence, he’d be locked away in the brig. But I didn’t think that was likely to happen. While there was certainly a motive, it didn’t seem that there was any direct evidence to link Greg to the murder. Yet.

      There was of course the matter of him trying to hide the notebook from Cece and me. But it was understandable given his history with her. I decided not to mention it to Ethan, unless I began to suspect Greg had more to do with the death than he had let on so far.

      “Hey, I found something interesting,” said Dr. Ryan, standing up and holding something.

      “What is it?” said Ethan.

      Ryan walked over to us. “Looks like she had a staff keycard. A master one. That would explain how she got in here last night.”

      “Where’d she get that?” I asked with a frown.

      “Maybe corporate gave it to her,” said Ethan. “If they did, they certainly should have informed me as head of security, but I wouldn’t put it past them.”

      There were murmured mutters of agreement.

      Corporate was, in many ways, the enemy of those of us out doing the real work on the ocean. They’d hired a spy to check up on us; why not give the spy complete access to the ship while they were at it?

      “A better question, though,” said Ethan, slowly pacing across the room as he thought, “is why was she in here? The key let her in, but what was she doing in here late at night?”

      “Maybe she just liked the desk?” suggested Sam.

      “It would be a quiet place to make some notes,” I said in agreement.

      “I suppose that could be it,” said Ethan, though he didn’t sound convinced.

      It wouldn’t have surprised me though. In fact, I could imagine Felicity letting herself in to not only do some work, but to rearrange the books as well while she was at it. In fact, that the books hadn’t been rearranged made me suspect that hadn’t gotten the chance. She must have been killed before she could.

      “Adrienne?” said Sam, pointing toward the entry door. “The guests are arriving.”
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      I walked over to the door by the library and tapped the security guard on the elbow.

      I didn’t want them blurting out what had happened to the guests. I knew from experience that it was best to keep knowledge of passenger deaths from the remaining—living—passengers.

      “We’ve got it from here, thanks.” I gently guided him to the side, so that it was me blocking the entrance to the library instead of him.

      “Good morning, everybody!” I said with as much brightness as I could muster.

      One of the keys to a good coverup is to not give anything away. They expected Lady Adrienne of Harkness to be chirpy, and gosh darn it if she wasn’t going to be the chirpiest body-finder who ever sailed.

      “There are minor slight alterations to today’s scheduled events.” I was making it up as I went along. For all I knew, the whole event was going to be canceled. “If you could make your way outside to the pool deck for a further announcement, that would be wonderful.”

      The pool deck was the only ‘outside’ location booked for our event; everything else was to take place in the conference suite. It wasn’t the main Lagoon Pool—we couldn’t requisition that much space for our little event—but we had scheduled times each day for our exclusive use of the smaller aft pool deck for the duration of our cruise.

      “I don’t understand, I don’t understand,” said Edward Dane, pushing his way to the front of the crowd, using his cane like a drill to make a passage ahead of him.

      “Sorry, Mr. Dane, there’s been a slight change of plan,” I said with the sweetest smile I could muster.

      Harley Dane popped out of the throng beside him like a champagne cork exiting a bottle.

      She shook and rolled her shoulders as she arrived, as if removing dust she’d accumulated pushing through the guests. This morning, she was dressed in a lovely pale yellow sundress and adorned with yellow plastic bracelets.

      “Let us in at once! Didn’t you read the script? We’re not to go to the pool now.”

      “I’m well aware of the script,” I said to her. “But there’s been a problem in the library. Unfortunately, it’s out of service at the moment, so we’ll move to the pool deck right now, if you don’t mind.”

      I extended both arms and pointed in the right direction. Pretty much everyone ignored me.

      I stepped forward instead to lead the way.

      Unfortunately, it turned out that Harley Dane did mind the change of venue. Before I could stop her, she’d pushed past Sam and gone into the library behind me.

      “Cornstalks!” I muttered under my breath.

      “Let me in too!” said Oliver McGinty. “My books are in there! Is there a leak? Books and water don’t mix. If my books are water damaged, you’ll have to pay for all of them! Let me see my books!”

      “There’s no leak, I can assure you,” I said, gently taking his arm to stop him. “Your books are fine. Now if you’ll—”

      “It’s fine!” came a yell from in the library. “Everyone, come inside! The body’s ready!”

      Before I could stop them, Oliver McGinty and Mary Mead pushed past me on one side, while I received a nudge on the other from Edward’s cane as he made his own way in.

      “Stop! Don’t go in!” I said in vain.

      The rest of the amateur sleuths pushed around me. Somehow they got the idea that my stopping them was part of the scene. This wasn’t helped by Harley’s encouraging yells.

      “The body’s there! Look for clues, everyone! It’s part of the game!”

      I had to stop this right now. Using my elbows as prodders I forced my way back into the library, just in time to greet with a loud…

      WHEEEE!

      Almost everyone covered their ears at the sudden loud burst of noise.

      “Stop it!” shouted Harley Dane. “You’re not supposed to whistle! You’re not supposed to be here! There’s no sailor boy in this mystery!”

      Ethan didn’t like being called a sailor boy and his next whistle was even louder.

      WHEEEEE!

      This time, the whistle went on longer and continued until Ethan was standing right in front of Harley Dane, blocking her progress and forcing her to cover her ears and step back.

      When the noisy shriek finally stopped, I took the opportunity to hop onto a chair.

      “Pay attention!” I shouted with my ears still ringing from Ethan’s whistle. I’d had enough of being polite.

      “Look at me! Now, listen up and listen carefully. That body is not a prop. It is not a dummy. It is not a mannequin. There has been an accident and someone has died, for real. Please, believe me. This is not Lady Adrienne James of Harkness speaking in my role, this is Adrienne James, Acting Special Event Coordinator! There has been a death and we must leave this room immediately. The doctor needs space and the scene must not be disturbed. All guests are to make their way to the pool deck immediately. Please follow Samantha and make your way there!” I pointed at Samantha who helpfully raised both hands in the air to get everyone’s attention.

      “Follow me, please!” she called.

      When I got down off the chair, Harley Dane approached me.

      “If this is some kind of practical joke, we will be most annoyed.”

      “Please, Harley, look,” I said pointing. “She’s dead. Really dead. We don’t know what happened, but it’s not part of this event. I’m sorry it’s interrupted your husband’s script, but we’re going to have to make some adjustments.”

      Harley looked down at the body, back at me again, and then with a rather distrusting look turned and started to follow the throng.

      Sam was remarkably successful, and like a pied piper for cruising sleuths she soon had almost everyone out of the library and on their way to the pool deck.

      I sat down in the armchair for a moment to take a breather. Ethan started to make his way over to me, then stopped, and a look of alarm crossed his face.

      “Hello! Good morning, everyone!” came a sweet and excited voice.

      I gazed toward the door to look at Kelly Cline, and my mouth dropped open.

      “Hi! Don’t worry, I’ve got it!” Kelly was beaming as she dragged in what appeared to be a corpse by its hair.

      I think we were all so shocked that we assumed someone else would act. But none of us did.

      Kelly marched forward, tap-tapping the floor with her bright blue high heels while she dragged a relatively realistic dummy by its long blond hair across the floor.

      Kelly was wearing a bright blue dress that matched the heels and a blue Alice band in her jet black hair to match the rest of her outfit. A gentle wave of perfume enveloped me as she approached, a light, flowery summery scent that was perfectly opposite the mood of the room. As was her cheery demeanor.

      Kelly dragged her dummy two more steps before she saw the actual body in front of her. She let go of the fistful of hair she was holding, and the dummy’s head dropped to the floor with a wicked thump.

      We all winced.

      “Kelly—” I began.

      “Shoot! I messed up, didn’t I? Someone else already arranged a dummy!”

      “No, Kelly, what’s happened—” said Ethan Lee, walking toward her with an arm stretched out. I imagined he was going to take her by the arm and walk her away.

      Kelly took another step forward, frowning, then pulled back her leg and—before any of us could stop her—she kicked what she thought was a dummy on the floor.

      There was a soft thud as her shoe connected with the dead body in front of her.

      “Stupid Kelly!” she said, berating herself as she went to kick the corpse again.

      “No!” we all shouted out.

      She looked up at us all in alarm. Ethan reached her and took her by the elbow.

      “Kelly,” I said, “that’s not a dummy. Someone really died.”

      At first, she tilted her head in confusion.

      Then she looked down at the body again.

      Then she looked up and saw the serious looks on the faces of everyone in the room.

      “Oh… SHOOT!”

      And then she fainted in Ethan’s arms.
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        * * *

      

      Outside by the pool, I was pleased to see that Samantha had everything mostly in hand.

      With the help of Greg, another trolley full of breakfast foods had been provided, and the guests were milling around chatting. It seemed a real murder was just as entertaining as a pretend one for most of them, and I couldn’t hear too many grumblings of complaint as I approached.

      I watched as Samantha went around, handing out drinks to everyone, accompanied by a pool boy who was following right behind her with every step.

      “I see you’ve found another helper,” I said, grinning at Sam.

      She looked over her shoulder and seemed to be surprised to see the pool boy right behind her. “Yeah. He’s been a big help. What’s your name again?”

      “Shaun. I’m Shaun and… I mean, Anderson. I mean, I’m Shaun Anderson.”

      He stumbled over his words so many times I thought there might be something wrong with him at first, then I realized he was just nervous. His name rang a bell though.

      I remembered: Felicity had mentioned him in her notebook. Something about him bringing wet towels and being generally incompetent.

      I stepped up onto a sun lounger, being careful the heels of my shoes didn’t fall between the plastic slats.

      “Can I have everyone’s attention?”

      Curiously, everyone turned to look at me, perhaps wondering what my next trick would be after the genuine corpse in the library.

      “We’re going to have to adjust our schedule somewhat, and re-script some of the plot. From now on, the events marked as happening in the library will be moved to the lounge, unless otherwise noted. Please stay around this area for the time being for future announcements. Any major changes will also be sent to you via email. Thank you.”

      I was surprised when the crowd burst into a round of applause.

      It didn’t exactly seem appropriate considering the circumstances. But it made me think.

      The whole murder mystery event seemed even more inappropriate than it had before the cruise began, now that an actual death had occurred. I’d have to check with Kelly that corporate HQ really wanted to proceed. I shuddered as a chill went down my spine, realizing I was going to have to rearrange a fake murder due to the inconvenience of the real murder.

      I stepped down from the lounger and sat on the edge of it, my knees pulled up in front of me. I had some thinking to do.

      There was something about the murder that just seemed… odd.
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      Sam walked over to where I was sitting. Behind her, I could see the pool boy Shaun staring after her longingly.

      “Hey,” she said, sitting down beside me.

      “This is a nightmare,” I said, shaking my head and squeezing my knees with my hands.

      “Are we really carrying on with it?”

      I nodded. “Kelly said we’re to carry on like normal—well, as normal as we can make it. If corporate wants to cancel it, she’ll let us know. In the meantime, we’re just to adjust as needed and proceed.”

      “Wow.” Sam stretched out her legs in front of her, and leaned back using her arms as support.

      “Did you think there was anything… odd?” I asked.

      “Nope. Dead bodies seem to be pretty normal around here.”

      I playfully smacked her leg in admonishment.

      “I mean specifically about how it happened.”

      “Well, it was quite brutal, I guess.”

      “I know. But what I mean is, it’s just like in the script.”

      “Ohh,” said Sam. “Actually, I didn’t read it all yet.”

      I rolled my eyes. The event had already started and she hadn’t even read the script for it yet.

      “Well, you should have read it. But the point is, in the script, the victim is murdered in the library, with a brass candlestick holder. Felicity was killed in exactly the same way.”

      “Huh. Coincidence?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “I guess it was probably one of the better murder weapons in the library.”

      “But if it wasn’t a coincidence, then does that mean someone was trying to send a message, or something? Why would they want to copy the script exactly?”

      That was a point. Why would anyone want to ‘copy’ a fictional murder? While there had been incidents of that happening, it seemed unlikely in this case.

      “If it was deliberate, then that narrows down the suspects, doesn’t it?” I said.

      “Why?” asked Sam.

      “Only a few of us have had access to the script. If someone deliberately used the story when they committed the murder, then they must have known the story themselves, right?”

      “Oh! So who had access to the script?”

      “Well, Edward Dane wrote it, so him. You and me. Cece and Greg got copies of it. Kelly, too. Anyone else?”

      Sam pulled her legs in and sat up straight. “Harley Dane probably knew what was in it, unless he keeps his stories to himself.”

      “Right. I can’t imagine she’d have any reason to kill Felicity though. She wasn’t in her notebook, anyway.”

      “Maybe she was worried Felicity would steal Edward away from her.”

      “Ha!” I said and then clapped a hand over my mouth. Several people had turned to look at me. “I don’t think she would have had anything to worry about in that regard. Felicity wasn’t exactly a charmer.”

      Sam poked me in the side. “That’s about the meanest thing I’ve heard you say about a customer.”

      I giggled. It probably was. I don’t like to talk badly about our customers, even if I do sometimes have less than perfectly complimentary thoughts about them.

      While we chatted, I watched the guests, trying to get a sense of their mood. What would be ideal would be if they, as a group, announced they didn’t want to continue with the murder mystery. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the vibe I was getting from our position. They all seemed to be quite excited.

      Finally, Sam stood up. “I’d better see if I can restock the drinks cart. They’ve just about finished everything off.”

      I waved her off, returning to my thoughts about what was going on. For approximately two seconds, anyway.

      “Adrienne! Adrienne!”

      I turned and stood up when I saw Kelly Cline approaching me, an apologetic smile on her face.

      “Hi, Adrienne. Sorry about earlier.”

      “Don’t worry about it, you weren’t to know.”

      “I didn’t mean to kick your corpse. I was just frustrated. Can you forgive me?”

      “Of course!” Though I would prefer it if you wouldn’t call it my corpse. “Did you speak to corporate?”

      “Oh yes, good news!” Her face lit up like a little Christmas tree.

      “They’re canceling?”

      Her lit-up face turned to a frown.

      “No. They said we’re to carry on. I thought you’d be pleased. This is your big event, isn’t it?”

      “Right, yes, I’m pleased,” I said, not wanting to disappoint her. “I’m just surprised!”

      “Oh good. They wanted to cancel it, but I told them, Adrienne James is a determined woman, and she’ll make this the best murder there ever was on a Swan ship!”

      Now I wasn’t sure if she was talking about the event or the actual murder.

      “Thanks for putting in a good word for me. I guess I better speak to Edward Dane and see if we can get the script adjusted a little.”

      “Oh, that’s a good idea. You have lots of great ideas, don’t you, Adrienne?”

      “Thanks,” I said, pleased. It’s nice to be recognized.

      “I’ve got to go. I’ve got three trillion things to do!”

      “I bet you do,” I said, giving her shoulder a squeeze.

      “Good luck!” she said and began to walk away. Then she turned and looked over her shoulder, brushing some of her dark hair out of the way with a hand. “If you need anything, my door’s always open!”

      I watched her as she hurried away at double speed, her phone already pressed up against her ear.

      After Kelly disappeared back inside, I looked around for Edward Dane. I didn’t spot him immediately, but I did get an excellent view of the next disaster to befall our group of amateur sleuths.

      Samantha was standing by the breakfast cart chatting with Greg, while on the other side of the swimming pool Shaun Anderson was carrying a stack of towels. As he walked along the edge of the pool, he kept his gaze on Samantha the entire time, turning his head more and more as he progressed further and further along his route.

      This was fine—until it reached a point where he could no longer see where he was going and, completely oblivious, walked straight into Mary Mead.

      The amateur writer happened to be in the hovering position between sitting and standing as she was about to lie down on a sun lounger. Being off-balance already, the full weight of the pool boy crashing into her was enough to make her stumble.

      “Oh!” said Shaun in shock.

      His head whipped back straight and when he saw that he had crashed into someone, he flew out an arm to try and stop her falling.

      Unfortunately it didn’t work as planned, and instead of his arm stopping her from falling, it ended up giving her an extra push. It was just enough to send Mary flying into the swimming pool.

      I rushed just as fast as I could in my fancy gown around the pool.

      Idiot, I was thinking in my head. I’d never say something so mean to a person though.

      When I got there, Mary had her hands on the edge of the pool and was taking a few deep breaths. Shaun was standing by the edge of the pool, a look of embarrassed consternation on his youthful face.

      “Sorry, sorry, sorry! I’m so sorry!” he kept repeating over and over, like it was a magic mantra that would protect him from the wrath of his superiors—and one wet and angry customer.

      “Give her a towel,” I said, if only to interrupt his chanting apologies.

      Before I could stop him, he’d tossed his whole stack of four towels down to Mary Mead, who was still holding onto the edge of the pool.

      The towels hit her on the top of the head, and then fell into the water beside her in a rapidly dampening halo.

      “Noooo!” I said before I could stop myself.

      “I… thought that was what you meant.” Shaun’s cheeks had gone bright red and he was shuffling backward as if to escape.

      “What’s going on?” said Samantha as she arrived. She didn’t even seem to notice Shaun and was immediately crouching down by the pool, offering Mary a hand up.

      “Hi, Sam. How’s it going?” said Shaun.

      Sam and I both pointedly ignored him and began to assist Mary out of the pool.

      “Go and get some dry towels,” I said to Shaun.

      He ignored me.

      “Towels,” said Sam, glaring up at him. “Now.”

      “Yes, Sam!” said Shaun, staring at her for several more seconds before finally going to do as he was asked.

      “Are you all right, Mary?” I asked as soon as we had her out of the pool and sitting on a lounger.

      She wiped a hand over her face, sending droplets of water flying, before she answered the question.

      “Yes, I guess so. Was that… am I going to be the victim?”

      “No!” said Sam and I together.

      “That was just a useless pool boy being useless,” explained Sam.

      “Here are the towels,” said the useless pool boy who had just returned. He promptly thrust a stack of six fluffy Swan emblazoned towels toward Mary’s face.

      The beginner writer reached up, took the top towel from the stack, and then had to physically push the rest of them away with her other hand to get Shaun to withdraw.

      “Why don’t you go and check the drinks cart?” I said to Shaun with a glare.

      He took a step back, then stopped.

      “Bye, Sam!” he said, raising his hand in a wave.

      He got a glare back in response.

      Chastened, he turned and fled.

      “Sorry about all that,” I said to Mary.

      “It’s okay, I guess. Accidents happen.”

      “Yeah. Like him being hired,” said Sam with a tsk.

      “Sam? Can you look after Mary, see if she needs anything?” I smiled down at her apologetically.

      Sam of course agreed and, after climbing back to my feet, I resumed my search for Edward Dane.

      He wasn’t far away; he had found a secluded table and chair which was nicely shaded by an overhang. He was sitting on the plastic chair, with his brass-topped cane leaning against a wall beside him and some notes in front of him.

      “Mr. Dane? Do you have a moment?”

      “Hmm,” he answered, looking up at me quizzically. It seemed he might or might not have a moment, depending on what it was I wanted from him.

      “It’s about the script. We were supposed to find a body in the library this morning.”

      He nodded. “You did, didn’t you?”

      I stared back at him.

      After a few seconds a small smile appeared on his lips and then disappeared again just as quickly. It had been a joke.

      “Do you think you could rework the script a little? Perhaps move the body to the lounge and the time to later this afternoon, or tomorrow?”

      “Oh, no,” he said, shaking his head at me. “That wouldn’t be possible.”

      I didn’t ask you to fly us to the moon! I wanted to scream at him. Just a little rewrite!

      “What’s going on, dear?” said Harley, appearing by his side and immediately resting her hands on his shoulders.

      “They want me to rewrite the script.”

      “What!?” said Harley. I wondered if she’d misheard. Perhaps instead of rewrite the script, she’d heard construct a small nuclear device and then lead an invasion of Mexico.

      I stared at the two of them, waiting for some kind of explanation.

      “It’s my process—”

      “It’s his process,” said Harley, talking over her husband and with much greater force. “He can’t.”

      “You… can’t?”

      He nodded; she spoke.

      “When he completes a project, he completes it. It’s done. He never goes back once it’s been accepted. No. His mind doesn’t work like that. Once a work is done, it’s bam, onto the next one. He can’t go back. It’s not his process and he doesn’t do it.”

      “I don’t do it,” said Edward, shaking his head.

      I forced a polite smile on my face. “Okay. Fine. We’ll just… work around it.”

      “Good idea,” said Edward with a nod.

      Annoyed, I left them to it.

      We were just going to have to go with the original script, then. But we definitely couldn’t do it in the library, not now it was a murder scene.

      I climbed back up onto a sun lounger.

      “Everyone? Can I have your attention?” When everyone was looking in my general direction, I continued. “We will resume the murder mystery in sixty minutes. We will be relabeling the lounge as the library for the body discovery. I’m sorry the surprise has been spoiled. That’s in one hour, at eleven o’clock, please join us in the lounge. Which is relabeled as the library. Thank you!”

      I hopped back down.

      If he wouldn’t rework his script, then I’d just rework the set. All I had to do was go through all the clues to fix any inconsistencies, and we’d be able to carry on as normal. As normally as you can after finding a body.

      Just before I went inside to fix things up in the lounge, I remembered something else.

      Felicity Bull’s role in the event was as a house guest of Lady Adrienne. The only problem was that she had one of the more important clues.

      I scanned around the pool for a replacement. There was Shaun Anderson, but I didn’t think I could trust him to walk in a straight line without messing it up. Sam and Cece already had roles. I could ask Kelly, but she seemed to have three trillion other things to be going on with.

      “Who’s that?” I thought to myself. Walking around, offering pastries to everyone, was a staff member in a large floppy hat. I figured she was sensitive to the sun.

      “Hello? Excuse me?”  I said to attract her attention.

      “Yes?” she said, looking left and right as if she had to hurry away at any moment.

      She was wearing a blue Swan uniform polo shirt and gray slacks, and underneath her hat I could make out that she was a few years older than myself, and seemed to be of quite a nervous disposition.

      “I don’t think we’ve met? I’m Adrienne James. I’m running this event. You are…?”

      “I’m Betty. Betty Dwayne.” She held out the tray. “Pastry?”

      I shook my head but then, much to her confusion, reached out and took one anyway. I’d missed out on my second breakfast in the library and could feel my energy flagging.

      “I was wondering… We need someone to play a small role in our murder mystery. If you need me to, I can speak to your supervisor to get permission?”

      “Oh,” said Betty, taken aback. “Wow. Really?”

      “It’s just a small role.”

      “I’d love to! And don’t worry about my supervisor. I’ll arrange that. What do I do?”

      I explained to her that all she had to do was participate, and that she’d be given her clues later on. She enthusiastically agreed. I supposed it made a change working for the catering department.

      With that minor problem solved, and a plan to work with the set, I headed back inside to get the lounge ready for the body discovery and the distribution of clues.
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      Leaving the guests to mingle on the pool deck, I made my way to the lounge in the conference suite to set up the body drop and subsequent discovery.

      Ethan’s security guys had placed security tape all over the entrance to the library, and I could see that the door was closed and locked behind the tape.

      They would have removed the body and taken it down to sickbay for an examination, storing it there until we got back to port. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the first death on a Swan Cruise, so they had the procedure down pat.

      With Sam’s assistance, we dragged the dummy that Kelly had procured from outside the library where it had been dumped and into the lounge, where we staged everything to match the original script.

      Fortunately, the decor of the lounge also included brass candlesticks, so it was easy to replace the one that had been taken away as evidence with an identical one.

      Despite Edward Dane’s refusal to adjust his script, we only had to make minor adjustments to the guests clues and background information to make everything fit. Of course, the guests would all have to pretend it was still the early morning, but I figured their imaginations were probably up to the task.

      When everything seemed to be in place, we lit some herbal candles to help give the room a calm, peaceful atmosphere. After what had happened next door, I was worried that people might be a little on edge.

      Soon, the soothing smell of lavender, vanilla, and cinnamon filled the room. I felt like lounging around myself, but there was still plenty to do.

      When Sam had lit the final candle, we met in the middle of the room, both of us with quietly satisfied smiles on our faces.

      “Do you know what happened to Greg?” I asked Sam.

      “Yeah. Ethan asked him to go to his office earlier.”

      “Is Ethan investigating him?” I asked with some surprise.

      “Kind of. He didn’t phrase it like that. He just said he thought it’d better if he got a thorough account of what Greg found, and of his earlier experiences with Felicity at the restaurant. He didn’t say Greg was under suspicion, but he was certainly gathering all the necessary background information that he could.” Sam spoke very matter-of-factly, but we both thought it was probably overkill on Ethan’s part.

      “Guess that makes sense. It’s a shame for poor Greg though. Now both of his encounters with Felicity Bull have been disastrous. I hope Ethan finishes with him soon. We’ve got his diner scene to do later. Good thing he isn’t needed for the body discovery.” I paused while the words sank in and I realized what I’d said. “The fake one, I mean.”

      We were both silent for a moment, listening to the gentle flicker of the candle flames and the distant background hum of the ship’s engines far below us.

      “Are we ready? Should I bring the guests in?” Sam was hovering by the door, waiting for my signal.

      “Do it. Let’s see how good they are at solving this murder.”

      I surveyed the scene we had created in the room a final time. Our plastic-looking corpse was lying in the middle of the room, the replacement brass candlestick lying next to its head. The rest of the room was decorated much as before; we hadn’t needed to make any real adjustments.

      As the guests entered, Sam and I distributed small envelopes to each of them. Some of them contained clues, while others had instructions for them to perform certain actions, ask certain questions, or perform various tasks. Edward Dane had clearly worked hard to put all the clues together, and I thought that under normal circumstances there was no doubt the event would have been a smashing success.

      But after what had happened that morning? I put the odds at about fifty-fifty it’d be a success, and fifty-fifty it’d turn into an unmitigated disaster. I hoped for the former but mentally braced myself for the latter.

      When the room was full, I went around taking a few pictures of the mostly happy guests as they set about following their instructions and investigating the scene. They were behaving a lot more civilly than they had that morning when they’d forced their way into the library, and there was an air of buzzing industry about the room.

      There were just three people who weren’t joining in enthusiastically: the Danes, who of course knew the solution to the murder and thus weren’t actively following up on the various clues, and Oliver McGinty, who seemed to be sulking. He was standing near the door to the lounge and kept peering outside, in the direction of the library.

      “Is everything okay, Mr. McGinty?” I asked him with my most winning smile.

      “No. It’s my books, you see.”

      I did my best to look understanding.

      “Do you miss them?”

      He narrowed his eyes and glared at me.

      “No, I don’t miss them, you silly girl. I’m worried that they will be damaged—or destroyed. Who knows what that jackbooted security squad got up to in there?”

      As far as I knew, none of his books were actually implicated in the crime; they were mere background scenery. It didn’t seem likely that the security guards would have had any reason to touch them.

      “I’m sure they’re fine. There’s no reason for them to be disturbed. As soon as we get the all clear, we’ll try and get them out of there for you. Perhaps we can bring them in here.”

      Oliver looked around the room, nodding, while he mentally placed the bookshelves in different locations.

      “Yes, I suppose here will do. And I’ll need that table back. I haven’t sold a single book today! Haven’t been able to.”

      I nodded sympathetically. “I’ll do whatever I can to help. Why don’t you have a look at your envelope? I think you’ve got a good clue.”

      Actually, I wasn’t sure what was in his envelope, but I wanted him to get involved in the event again instead of just stewing about his precious books which were now sealed off from us all.

      With everyone focused on the task at hand, I pulled out my phone and started to snap some pictures of everyone happily investigating our fake murder. My previous job on the ship had been the social media manager, so it was like I had reverted to my old role.

      As I moved around the room, trying to capture people looking either happy or incredibly intrigued, it occurred to me that my old job was a lot less stressful than managing events. All I’d had to do was take pictures, write up little snippets, mini-articles, and fluff pieces, and post them online. It didn’t require too much people management. Unlike what I was doing now.

      Oliver McGinty looked like he was finally getting involved. I saw him standing with Mary Mead, comparing notes with her. He even almost smiled. I caught it with a quick tap of my finger on the screen’s photo icon.

      Oliver said something to Mary, who nodded in response, and they both turned to face me with somewhat serious looks on their faces.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked.

      “Ye-es,” said Mary tentatively, as if she was all right, but something else wasn’t.

      “I’ve been looking at our clue cards. And talking to some of the other guests.” Oliver McGinty didn’t look particularly happy to be telling me this.

      “Yes?”

      “The thing is… this murder mystery you’ve arranged... well, it looks like you’ve changed it to match the murder this morning! We think it’s in very bad taste, don’t we, Mary?”

      “Mmhmm,” she said in vaguely noncommittal agreement. “It seems strange. Two bodies: one real, one fake, but both ferried to the other world by Manannan after suffering the same fate.”

      While I perfectly understood Oliver’s point, Mary’s was lost on me.

      “The sea god. Celtic mythology,” said Oliver by way of explanation when he saw my confusion. “But that’s by the by. These clues, and this setting...” he finished with a slow shake of his head.

      “I didn’t change the event. Not at all. In fact, I asked Edward Dane to help change it but he refused. The body, the clues—all of it was planned in advance. I didn’t change it to look like this morning’s accident. This morning’s accident looked like the already planned murder mystery.”

      While I spoke, both Mary’s and Oliver’s eyebrows rose higher and higher in surprise. They’d been certain that I had fixed it to match the actual murder. Though why they thought I would think that’s a good idea was beyond me.

      “Do you mean to tell me that both murders, the real one and the fake one, were coincidentally carried out in the same manner?” asked Oliver with considerable surprise.

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “That does seem like a funny coincidence,” said Mary with a slight tone of disbelief.

      Oliver’s face lit up and he reached out and grabbed me by the shoulder. “It’s no coincidence! The murderer is playing with us!”

      Oh, cornstalks, I thought. I had an amateur detective on my hands. Well, I had dozens of them, but this one suddenly looked serious about it.

      “It did seem strange,” I admitted.

      “Well, do you see what you need to do?” asked Oliver.

      “What? What should she do?” Mary’s eyes had lit up with excitement. She seemed even more enthused talking about the real murder than she did about the fake one.

      “She needs to find out who had access to the story! Who knew how the fake murder was going to be committed? If she finds out who had access to the script, then she can draw up a list of suspects!”

      “Yes, thank you, Oliver,” I said, smiling at him. “You’re perfectly right. My colleague and I were talking about that very thing earlier,” I said with a nod of my head toward Sam.

      A flash of annoyance passed over Oliver’s face. He didn’t seem overly thrilled to find out his rather brilliant idea had already occurred to us.

      “So did you draw up a list?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t talk about what’s going on with this morning’s incident. It’s above my pay grade.” I gave him a sheepish look of apology.  I had no intention of telling him anything about the murder or its investigation.

      I tapped my chin while I stared at him. With a start, I remembered the fight he and Felicity had the day before. Was this all just a bluff? Fake detective work to make us write him off as a suspect?

      “What are you thinking?” said Mary. “It looks like you just thought of something.”

      I shook my head rapidly. “Oh, no. Sorry. I was in a world of my own for a moment. I was thinking about another scene we’re doing later, in the diner, and whether my cast member will be there for it.” I peered around the room as if looking for something before turning back to them. “Time to get going now, I’m afraid. Good luck with the mystery!”

      What Oliver had said reminded me I still needed to sort out that black dress for Cece. And furthermore, his comments about who knew what happened in the script made me reconsider Edward and Harley’s involvement. They knew better than anyone how the murder was to be committed. But did they have a motive? Had Felicity annoyed them somehow? Or found out something about them?

      Determined to find out, I made my way over to the couple, who were sitting on one of the leather sofas. Edward was sitting back with his eyes closed, cane resting against his leg, while Harley was alternately looking around the room and down at her phone.

      “Hello!” I said cheerily, trying to forget how they had refused to alter the script when I’d asked them to earlier.

      “Hi,” said Harley, looking up at me with a smile. Her earlier outrage at my audacity to ask her husband for a small favor seemed to be completely forgotten.

      Edward opened his eyes briefly, mumbled some kind of acknowledgment, and then closed them again.

      He was tired. Perhaps he’d been up late the night before. I filed that away in my mind as a possible clue.

      “I was wondering, Harley, whether I could ask you a favor, on behalf of one of our staff?”

      She gave me a curious look. “A favor? What kind of favor?”

      “Unfortunately, the correct costume didn’t arrive for one of the girls. Something unwearable was delivered instead. She has everything she needs except for a black dress. I—”

      “Oh, I have a black dress!” she said, clapping her hands on her knees. “Does she want to borrow it? I don’t mind.”

      “Fantastic! That would be amazing, Harley. That’s really kind of you. She’ll be absolutely thrilled. Perhaps I could drop by your stateroom later to pick it up?”

      “That’ll be fine. No problem.” Harley lifted a hand and waved it across the room. “It seems to be going quite well, doesn’t it?”

      “It does. I think the story is so good, they’ve been able to forget all about the incident this morning.”

      Harley nodded. “Yes, I thought that would happen. Edward’s stories are almost hypnotic, aren’t they? Once people are in them, they just can’t put them down—or in this case, they can’t walk away!”

      “Right.” Especially Felicity Bull, I thought to myself. “It really is a great story.”

      Harley’s face fell a little.

      “Though it was a horrible coincidence.”

      “Hmm?” I said as if I didn’t have any idea what she could possibly be referring to.

      “What happened this morning. It was almost the same as in the script. An uncanny coincidence, don’t you think?”

      “Oh, certainly,” I said with a nod. “Very uncanny.”

      Or not a coincidence!

      “Very creepy.” Harley sighed and stared down at the floor.

      “Did you speak to her at all, yesterday?” I asked.

      She did something strange then. Instead of answering, she first looked to her husband, as if checking for confirmation or permission. But he still had his eyes closed and was oblivious to our conversation. He may even have been asleep.

      “No,” she said finally. “I don’t think I said more than a greeting to her. It’s terribly sad though. Who could do such a thing?”

      I shrugged as if I wasn’t really interested. Actually, I was very interested. The way she had looked to her husband left me feeling suspicious. Had they spoken? Did Felicity have something on them, like she had on most of us? They were questions I wanted to find answers to.

      “I’ll come by later, just before dinner, for the dress,” I said, feeling that the conversation had run its course for now. I’d got all I needed out of it at least.

      “Right. See you later. Good luck!”

      With a smile and a wave, I said goodbye to Harley. I’d had an idea and I wanted to put it into action as soon as possible.

      I was going to ask Sam to cover for me while I went outside.

      “Hey—” I began when I caught up with her. But I was immediately cut off.

      “Arrrrrrgggghh!” came a loud, heart-wrenching cry from near the back of the room. This was immediately followed by a high-pitched scream.

      I, and everyone else, stared as a woman took two steps backward and then collapsed onto the floor with a thud.

      Poison was the first thing I thought as I hurried across the room just as fast as I could in my gown. When I got close, I saw who it was. It was the lady who worked in catering who I’d asked to take Felicity’s role. Betty Dwayne, that was her name.

      I stared down at her and saw her chest rising and falling. I looked at her face and saw that she was trying to suppress a giggle. Gosh darn it, she was acting. And the lady had talent, too.

      “Don’t panic everyone, this is part of the event,” I said. Everyone had gathered around, but those further back weren’t able to see her smiling face—all they’d heard was her blood-curdling shriek, and there were some seriously concerned looks going back and forth until I made my announcement.

      Slowly, Betty came around, and shortly thereafter she was sitting up on the floor, concerned amateur sleuths around her quizzing her on what had happened.

      “Look! There’s a bloody footprint!” She pointed to the floor where there was most definitely not a bloody footprint. The participants were going to have to use their imagination for this part. “I can’t stand the sight of blood. It made me faint straight away.”

      Pushing back through the throng, I made toward Sam on my way to the door.

      “Hey. As I was saying, could you do me a favor?”

      “Sure, what is it?”

      “Everything seems to be running smoothly now. Could you keep an eye on them all and keep it moving along? I’ve got to do something. I shouldn’t be more than half an hour.”

      “Sure, hon, no problem. Take your time. I’ll keep them all in line.”

      “Thanks. You’re a lifesaver,” I said.

      We exchanged a quick hug and I hurried out. I needed to find Cece right away.
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      I hurried through the ship, smiling and greeting passengers as I went and drawing many admiring glances at my lovely gown as I made my way forward.

      I found Cece in her room, and she told me to enter as soon as I knocked and she heard my voice. Cece’s cabin was the same as mine and Sam’s, with the exception that Cece had hers all to herself. For reasons that had never been made clear to me, she didn’t have a roommate, unlike pretty much every other member of below-the-waterline staff and crew.

      Cece was standing by the door when I entered, one hand on her hip and an expectant look on her face. She always knew when something was up.

      “Ooh, what are we doing?”

      “Guess,” I said with a laugh.

      On two previous occasions, I’d involved Cece in similar schemes, so I was pretty sure she knew what favor I was going to ask.

      My friend’s hand dropped to her stomach where the keycard in her lanyard hung. She pulled it out. “Breaking and entering?”

      “Yeah, but no breaking. Keycarding and entering.”

      Cece snorted and punched me on the shoulder.

      “No breaking? That’s no fun.” She grinned at me. “Let’s do it!”

      Cece was in possession of a master keycard, which allowed her to access any part of the ship. It had come in handy more than once, and I hoped that today it would prove as useful as ever. Much like her lack of a roommate, the reason why she had a master keycard that opened every door on the ship was a mystery to me.

      “Where are we going?”

      I peered up and down the hallway to make sure no one was listening. Then, I lowered my voice. Just in case. Sound had a habit of traveling much further than you thought in the hallways of the ship, especially the below-water-level ones which were mostly painted-metal surfaces. Everything echoed and bounced around down here.

      “Felicity Bull’s cabin. I need to check a few things out in there.”

      “I knew you were going to say that!”
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        * * *

      

      Cece’s card worked like magic, and we were inside Felicity Bull’s room as soon as we arrived.

      “Eww,” said Cece. “It smells like chips in here.”

      And, strangely, it did. The whole room reeked of corn chips, and as soon as we were inside, I could see why: there were half a dozen empty packets of the snack lying on top of the room’s desk.

      “That’s weird,” I said, pointing at the chips.

      “It’s not that weird,” said Cece rather defensively, I thought. “I’ve had whole weekends where I ate nothing but chips. Anyway, it’s no weirder than eating eight scoops of ice cream.”

      I glared at her. She’d found out about my genius method of dealing with the blues on our last cruise and I didn’t appreciate being compared to Felicity Bull, of all people.

      “Actually, that’s not why it’s weird. It’s weird because Felicity told me she had a corn allergy and couldn’t eat any of our Mexican food last night.” I stared across the room, shaking my head. “Some allergy.”

      “It was probably just part of her spying. You know, she’d pretend to have an allergy to see how we’d deal with it. Whether she got special treatment and so on.”

      “That makes sense. Which reminds me. I should tell catering they don’t need to produce special corn-free alternatives anymore.”

      “Because she’s dead,” said Cece.

      I smacked her on the arm. “Yes, because she’s dead, and it isn’t funny! This is serious.”

      “Sorry,” said Cece, but I could see from the twinkle in her eye that she wasn’t that sorry. “Why are we here again? It wasn’t just for empty chip bags, right?”

      “You know the real murder was set up exactly the same as the fake murder we were going to use for the murder mystery, right?”

      “Right...”

      “So who knew the story better than Harley and Edward Dane?”

      “No one, I guess. But why would they want to kill Felicity? Did they know her?”

      “That’s what we’re here to find out! Have a look around and see if you can find anything to connect Felicity to the Danes. Some reason they may have had to kill her.”

      We began to search the cabin. Luckily, Felicity hadn’t been given one of the VIP staterooms; she just had a standard balcony cabin, so there wasn’t too much ground for us to cover.

      As I peered around the room, I noted there was still quite a lot to go through. She wasn’t exactly tidy. I started near the bed, going through the bedside drawers and even dropping to my hands and knees to peer underneath it. All I found was an empty glass jar of salsa that had been discarded and rolled under the bed and a paperback romance novel by the bed. I frowned at the book. She could have at least gotten into the spirit of the event and read a mystery.

      “Hey, check this out,” Cece called.

      She had pulled out a box from underneath a table and placed it on the counter. There was a big rolled-up sun hat on top, which she brushed off onto the table. When the box was opened, it was revealed to contain dozens of manila files, each one labeled with the name of an employee.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “It’s the employee records. They keep tabs on all of us. There’s a big database somewhere shoreside which has details for each of us. They keep everything, from reports, work schedules, payments, warnings, comments from supervisors. Everything. And it looks like Felicity Bull got her hands on printouts for all of them.”

      I pulled out my own file and began to go through it. There wasn’t any particular detail that surprised me—my memory is pretty good, after all—but I was surprised by the thoroughness of the file. Pretty much every day I had been employed by the company had been logged in some way, even if it was only the hours I was ‘on duty.’

      “Look at this,” I said with a frown. There was a yellow sticky note stuck to the front of my file, on which someone—presumably Felicity Bull—had scrawled a note. “It says, ‘Investigate further, inappropriate liaisons and dereliction of duty re: allergies.’”

      “Not bad, could be worse. What about me? Do me!”

      I pulled out Cece’s file. Since she’d been employed by the company much longer than me, her file was much thicker than mine. From a quick glance, I saw there had been several disciplinary notes added to her file in the past.

      “Looks like you’ve had a few warnings?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Not that. I mean did Felicity write anything?”

      There was a sticky note attached to her file too.

      “Uh, yeah. It says possible inappropriate relationship, and possibly working as escort stroke working girl under the table.”

      Cece glared at me like it was my fault.

      “Well, that’s your fault.”

      “Mine!? How do you figure that?”

      “It’s because she saw me wearing my hot maid’s outfit, which you ordered me to wear.”

      I threw an empty chip bag at her, but it twisted in the air and fell to the ground at my feet.

      “You can blame Kelly for that. And anyway, you should have known not to wear it once you saw it.”

      “No way.” Cece flicked her hair behind her. “I thought it was part of the plot. I thought it was going to be an interesting murder mystery, with some glamour and romance.”

      "If you say so," I said, entirely unconvinced. I was pretty sure Cece had known the outfit was a mistake, but wore it anyway because she wanted to show off for the doctor. And the rest of the ship.

      "Are the Danes in there?"

      "No. Looks like it’s only staff members, those of us working in customer relations and on the murder mystery."

      "She probably didn't have enough space in her luggage to bring files for everyone on the ship."

      "Right. So she just focused on the area she was involved in."

      I flicked through the rest of the files, seeing if there was anything of particular interest. “Oh, check this out,” I said, waving a file at Cece.

      “The captain? What does it say?”

      I tapped the yellow note on the front with my finger.

      “Check it out. It says that this is his 'last chance,' and she's really gone to town underlining it.”

      “What did he do? Why's it his last chance?”

      I looked through the file but couldn't find any explanation for the note on the front.

      “I don't know. It looks like he's been working for Swan for years, but there's nothing in his file that seems particularly relevant.”

      “He must have done something.” Cece furrowed her brow in thought. “Maybe something scandalous that Swan didn't want getting out. That's why it's not in his file.”

      “Perhaps.”

      After looking through the rest of the files, I didn't find anything too noteworthy. Most of the yellow notes she'd attached to the files covered the same information that we found in the notebook in the library.

      “I see Betty Dwayne's not in here.”

      Cece gave me a quizzical look. “Who on earth is Betty Dwayne?”

      I grinned. It was rare that I knew something about the ship or the people aboard it that Cece didn't already know. Not only had she worked here longer than me, she had a much better gossip network to keep her fully apprised of every little thing that went on aboard.

      “She works in catering. At least I think she does. She took Felicity's part in the murder mystery today.”

      Cece put a hand on her hip and stared at me, as if trying to figure out whether I was making it all up.

      “Are you sure about that? I've never heard of a Betty Dwayne.”

      “Well, she must be new this cruise. It seems you don't know everybody after all.”

      “Maybe,” said Cece, unconvinced. Her hands dropped to her side. “I'm going to check the bathroom.”

      I looked through the rest of the files, but there was nothing overly surprising. I was disappointed that she hadn't made notes on the passengers as well. I'd have been very interested to know just what she thought of Oliver McGinty or the Danes.

      BZZZZ.

      The gown I had bought had a large single pocket in the front which was probably meant to just be part of the design, but I'd used it to store my cell phone. Sure, it created an unsightly lump in the front. But it was awfully convenient.

      “Hello?” The screen had shown the number of the caller, but it wasn’t one I recognized.

      “Is that Adrienne? It's Harley. I'm back in my cabin now if you'd like to come and collect that dress.”

      “Oh! Yes, that'd be great. I'll be there soon. Thank you so much. You're a lifesaver.”

      I hung up the phone and Cece emerged from the bathroom.

      “Is that my dress, finally?”

      “Yep. Find anything in there?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. Anything else good in those files?”

      “Not that I can see. Let's get out of here. When I pick up the dress, I'll see if I can find anything at the Danes’ to link them to Felicity.”

      “Sweet. I better get back to my day job, too.”

      “Don't forget your scene later.”

      She punched me on the arm. “As long as you don't forget the dress.” A mischievous smile appeared on her lips. “If you do forget, I'll wear the other costume.”

      “Cece! You'll get in trouble.”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Looks to me like the ship's biggest pearl-clutcher is no longer with us.”

      “Come on,” I said, dragging her toward the door. I knew she was only teasing me, but I wasn't sure how much more of it I could take.
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      Cece went off to start her next shift of housekeeping, while I headed to the Danes’ cabin to borrow the dress. On the way, I dropped by the pool deck to make sure it had been cleaned up after the morning’s events.

      “Excuse me? Lady Adrienne?” The young pool boy, Shaun Anderson, was waving at me with a nervous expression on his face.

      “Hi,” I said offering him a smile. He had messed up earlier with his little stunt of flinging Mary Mead into the pool, but I knew just as well as anyone that mistakes happen. I’d made more than a few myself—even ones that ended up with an angry guest in the pool. “You can just call me Adrienne, though. ‘Lady’ is just my character for the mystery.”

      “Oh,” he said, sounding slightly disappointed. He quickly recovered when he remembered why he’d called me over. “I found this!” He waved a sheaf of papers in the air as he walked toward me.

      “You found some paper?” I said as kindly as I could. It looked like he’d found something for the trash can or a recycling bin.

      “Yes, I wanted to give it to Sam, but I couldn’t find her. Do you know where she is?”

      I shook my head even though I did know where she was. “I’m sure she doesn’t need to be bothered with that. Just throw it in the trash can,” I said, pointing to the one right next to him.

      He looked down at it, and then he slowly moved his hand toward the receptacle. Before he could deposit the paper, his hand stopped moving and a worried frown appeared on his face.

      “I thought it might be important? Do you want to see?”

      From where I was standing, it looked like a wet pile of paper.

      “What is it? Why’s it important?”

      Shaun closed the distance between us and pointed his finger at the first page. “It’s the script for the murder mystery. Don’t you need it?”

      I blinked at it. It was the script for the murder mystery. The copies of the script were restricted so as not to spoil the mystery for the guests. It should definitely not have been left lying around.

      “Where did you find it? Was it where the Danes were sitting?” I nodded toward the table in the shade that they had occupied earlier.

      “Oh, no,” said Shaun. “It was over there, underneath one of the sun loungers.” He nodded his head in the direction of his earlier embarrassment.

      Holding the wet script in my hand, I thought about who had been there earlier. Someone had got their hands on the script. That meant that there was now at least one additional person who knew what was supposed to happen in the event. That was one additional person who could have mimicked the scripted murder when killing Felicity Bull.

      I squeezed the paper in my hand, annoyed. I wanted to reduce the number of suspects, not grow the list of possible killers.

      “You don’t know who had it?”

      He shook his head. “Sorry. I wasn’t paying attention to that.”

      “Right,” I said with a shake of my head. “I know what you were paying attention to. Or who, rather.”

      He looked confused for a moment, then his cheeks flushed red.

      “Thanks for this.” I waved the soggy script in the air. “Try not to push anyone else in the pool.”

      “I won’t! It was an accident!” He took my comment as a dismissal and hurried away to continue tidying the sun loungers.

      When I arrived at the Danes’ room, only Harley was there.

      “Hi, Adrienne. Come in, I’ve got the dress in here.”

      I followed her inside the suite, and as with every time I’d gone into one of the VIP suites, I felt a pang of envy. From the marble floors to the spacious living quarters and the fancy decorations and ornaments, it was like being in a different world compared to the cramped cabin I shared below the waterline. Even the air smelled different. Our cabins smelled of metal, paint, and grease, whereas here there was the gentle aroma of potpourri competing with the salty smell of the ocean far below us.

      Harley led me to the dining table in front of the french doors that led to the ocean-view balcony. The black dress was draped over the back of one of the chairs.

      “What’s that you’re holding?” she said, nodding her head to the crumpled and wrinkled stack of papers I was holding.

      “Good question. I wanted to ask you about this, actually. It’s a copy of the script for the murder mystery.”

      Harley leaned over and gently took it out of my hands, peering at it. “Where did you get it?”

      “By the pool. One of the pool boys just handed it to me when I was on my way over here.”

      Harley began to go through the pages, peeling apart the ones that were stuck together with water.

      “This looks like Edward’s personal copy. Look.” Harley held out a page in front of me, on which was scrawled what looked like words. The writing was so small and spidery that the addition of the pool water had made it completely illegible.

      Harley’s eyes had narrowed, and within a second she was glaring at the paper. “That woman must have taken it!”

      “Do you mean Felicity Bull?”

      She nodded sharply as if she couldn’t possibly have meant anyone else. Of course it was Felicity Bull, her nod seemed to say. It was interesting how much she seemed to dislike the deceased woman even though they had only met shortly before her untimely death.

      “But how…”

      “I saw her leaving here last night! I went to play bridge, and when I returned, she was just leaving our cabin.”

      “Oh?” I wanted to know everything. Had Edward invited her? What had she been doing? Was there something illicit going on? But I couldn’t actually ask Harley those questions directly. I needed her to tell me.

      “She was leaving when I came back. Edward told me she was just a fan.”

      I shook my head in sympathy. “But you think she and—”

      “What? Her? Goodness, no!” Harley was staring at me wide-eyed like I’d just accused her of throwing puppies overboard for fun.

      “Sorry, I misunderstood.” I felt hot all of a sudden, and I could tell my cheeks had gone red.

      “She must have pretended to be a fan and then stolen his copy of the script! It’s the only explanation.”

      I nodded, though I wasn’t entirely convinced by her chain of logic. I would play along though, to see where it led us.

      “Right. The only explanation,” I said with a nod.

      “It’s positively disgusting.” Harley had a frown of consternation on her face. “Stealing a script just so that she could win that free cruise? It’s despicable behavior, I tell you. Really, who would do such a thing?”

      “Terrible,” I said sympathetically.

      Of course, I didn’t believe a word of it. Felicity Bull was a corporate spy. It seemed highly unlikely to me that she planned to cheat her way into a free cruise. There was something else going on.

      “Are you sure this is Edward’s copy? I saw the handwriting, but the water had really smudged it. Maybe it was someone else’s?”

      “I’m sure it’s his.” Harley stood up, pushing her chair back behind her. “But let me check. Hold on.”

      The writer’s wife walked to the far wall where a desk had been set up and began to thumb through some of the papers on top of it. Curious, I followed her over there and hovered nearby while she looked at the documents. Harley was going through several different stacks, one by one, shaking her head and muttering to herself as she did so.

      When Harley picked up the last stack, a small square of paper from one of the complimentary Swan notepads that were placed by every telephone fell out from the stack. Caught by the light breeze blowing through the room, it landed back where we had been sitting by the dining table.

      I hurried over and picked up the paper, to return it to Harley. I couldn’t help but glance at it. In ballpoint pen had been written ‘$14,856,’ and next to it was a phone number and the words ‘Chase Manhattan’ with what looked a bank account number next to it.

      I handed it back to her without saying anything, but with a curious look on my face.

      Harley looked at the note.

      “That’s the phone number for Edward’s new agent. I guess he’s getting yet another payment of some kind soon. They come all the time: royalties, foreign sales, movie options, all kinds of things. Maybe it’s for this cruise.”

      They better not be paying him that much! Not that I’m a jealous person, but… really! It was more than Cece, Sam, and I made combined, for a month of cruises. And that was just one week!

      “Wow, he’s very successful.” I hid my bitterness pretty well, I thought.

      “Oh, yes, he’s a very successful writer. The finest in the world, in my opinion. But it’s not about the money—it never is. I find it incredibly shallow when people concern themselves over dollars and cents.” Harley let out a little laugh at the absurdity of people concerning themselves with money. “Would you believe some people even accused me of marrying him for his money?”

      “They didn’t!” Actually, it had been my first thought too when I’d met them. It seemed a lot more common for a rich man to marry a woman more than twenty years his junior than for a poor man to do the same.

      “I know! Of course, what they don’t realize is I’m worth even more than him!” Harley tossed her hair back and laughed. I tried to join in too, but I had to force the laughter out.

      If Harley really was that rich, it would explain why she thought people worrying about money were shallow: she’d never had to deal with it herself. I had to remind myself that the world wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t likely to start being fair anytime soon.

      “Do you mind if I keep this script? I had to lend mine to someone.” I wanted to go through the script and see if there were any more hand-written notes—especially ones that hadn’t been written by Edward Dane.

      “If you like. I’ll print out another one for Edward. That one looks near-ruined. Are you sure you don’t want me to do one for you too?”

      “No, it’s fine. It’ll dry in no time in my cabin. I hate to waste paper!”

      “I agree! I’m somewhat of an environmentalist myself. Last year, I flew to three different conferences about climate change just to keep abreast of it all.”

      “Wow, you’re more dedicated than me!” While I spoke, I was pondering the environmental impact of three airplane flights. Harley may not have been the environmental crusader she fancied herself to be.

      I walked back to the dining table and lifted the black dress off the back of the chair, hanging it over my left arm.

      “Thanks so much again, Harley.”

      “It’s a pleasure. Anything to help.”

      As I left the cabin with the dress for Cece I had my mind focused on one thing only: 727 856, 727 856, 727 856.

      We’d soon see whether it really was the phone number of Edward Dane’s agent.
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      As soon as I was out of the room, I pulled out my cell phone and typed in the number I had memorized from the scrap of paper. As I put it in, I realized that it was the first number I’d had to memorize since high school.

      I hurried back to the conference suite. I’d been gone longer than I’d anticipated, and Sam was probably wondering where I’d got to.

      When I arrived at the lounge, the space was deathly silent.

      “Hello?” I called out.

      “Hey,” came a quiet voice.

      On the other side of the room Samantha was slumped in one of the armchairs. She was slumped so low in the chair that I hadn’t even noticed that she was there when I first looked around the room. She looked as exhausted as I felt.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “I sent them off after the scene finished. Don’t worry, all the clues got distributed and the plot moved along nicely. Everyone seemed to have fun. But they did keep asking where you were.”

      I crossed the room and sat on the arm of the chair that Sam was using. She looked completely worn out.

      “Sorry about that. It won’t happen again.”

      “No problem. Those people though...” She gave a weary sigh.

      “No disasters, I hope?”

      Sam looked up at me with amused eyes.

      “I stopped the disasters before they could happen,” she said with a little laugh. “Some of them got it in their heads that you being absent was part of the plot. A group of them were convinced there’d been a kidnapping.”

      “Oh, wow.” I felt half-amused and half-guilty. If I hadn’t left Sam in that situation, she wouldn’t have had to deal with so much nonsense.

      “Yeah. I persuaded them that you were off preparing stuff for later on, and that your absence was not a part of the story. What were you doing?”

      The arm of the chair wasn’t all that comfortable a seat, so I stood up and turned another armchair around to face Sam. When I sat down again, almost as wearily as Sam looked, I had the sudden thought that we were like a pair of old grandmas sitting in our armchairs.

      “I’ve been thinking about this morning. About how it probably isn’t a coincidence that the fake death and the real death were staged in exactly the same way. Not many of us had access to the plot, and the people who knew it best were the Danes. I wanted to find out if there were any hints or clues to suggest that they had something against Felicity.”

      This drew Sam’s interest, and she pushed herself into a slightly more upright position and faced me directly.

      “So did you break into their cabin?”

      “No... though I probably should have.” Too late now though. “Actually, I broke into Felicity Bull’s cabin. I was hoping to find some hint as to whether she had it in for the Danes, or anyone else on the ship.”

      Sam leaned forward now, keen to hear about my adventure.

      “Did you find anything?”

      “Nothing to implicate the Danes. Not in there, anyway. There were a couple of odd things though. It was filled with empty bags of corn chips. Which was odd considering her supposed allergy, though maybe she faked it. There were also employee files for all of us and a few more notes she had written. Nothing too surprising. Except one.” I looked around the room and over my shoulders to make sure no one was listening, then I lowered my voice almost to a whisper to make sure we wouldn’t be overheard. “She had a note saying the captain was on his ‘last chance,’ but it didn’t say why. I couldn’t find anything else about him in there.”

      “That is interesting,” said Sam, nodding along. “Did you find anything related to her death, though?”

      “Not really,” I said. “But I’m not done yet. When I was leaving, Harley called me to go and get that dress for Cece.”

      “Ooh, and?”

      I rubbed my hands together while I thought about all the things I had to tell Sam.

      “Come on!” said Sam impatiently.

      “Sorry. On the way over there, I met that guy who’s in love with you.”

      Sam fixed me with a skeptical look.

      “Guy who’s in love with me? You met an imaginary person on your way to the cabin?”

      “No!” Sam was a little too self-deprecating at times. She would be a real catch if she just met the right person. “That pool boy. He hasn’t been able to stop staring at you.”

      “Oh, him,” said Sam dismissively. “He’s just messing around.”

      “No way. He totally has the hots for you. But anyway, he found a copy of the script by the pool earlier. It seems someone else got their hands on it and was reading it.”

      “Ooh. Who?”

      I shrugged.

      “No idea. When I mentioned it to Harley, she seemed to think it was Felicity. Apparently she was in their cabin with Edward last night, while Harley was off playing bridge. She didn’t seem to like Felicity much, either. She called her that woman.”

      “Felicity was in the cabin with Edward? Just the two of them? Were they—”

      I cut her off with a shake of my head.

      “No, she thinks Felicity was just a fan.”

      “Hmm. Anyway, even if she did take the script, it wasn’t her who had it by the pool. Not unless she was sitting there in the dark last night, or she decided to do some sunbathing after she was murdered.”

      I giggled at that but felt guilty immediately. I’m sure my grandma wouldn’t have approved of me laughing at murder victims in any circumstances, even when Sam was just joking.

      “Right. Harley seemed to think she’d stolen it so she could win the murder mystery competition, and get a free cruise. I don’t buy it though. She was a corporate spy—it’d be weird for her to win the competition. Probably a conflict of interest, at the very least.”

      “Yeah, I agree. Did you learn anything else from Harley? Do you think they’re really suspects?”

      I leaned forward even more. “There was one thing, actually.” I pulled out my phone and showed her the number I’d saved.

      “You have a phone number. And?”

      “And Harley told me it was the phone number of Edward’s agent. But I don’t buy it. On the piece of paper, there was a bank account number listed, and a note about fourteen thousand dollars. Harley told me it was probably just payment for the cruise—”

      “Fourteen thousand dollars!? For that script!?” Sam’s mouth was agape with incredulity.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. I don’t think it’s right though. It seems too much just for this trip. I bet it’s something else.”

      “We’re in the wrong game, Adrienne. We should be writers!”

      “I was a writer, remember?”

      Sam shook her head. “You were a journalist. I mean a real writer.” She paused, saw the look on my face, and said, “No offense.”

      “None taken,” I lied with a shake of my head.

      “So did you call it?”

      “No,” I said hesitantly, “do you think I should?”

      “Totally. If it’s his agent, then we’ll know she wasn’t lying about it. If it’s something else though...”

      “Yeah. And I was thinking it was weird that he would write the bank account number down. You’d do that if you were going to send money to someone and they read you the account number over the phone. You wouldn’t be writing it down if you were receiving the money.”

      Sam nodded in agreement. “Go on then. Call it.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” Sam’s eyes sparkled with excitement and her earlier lethargy had disappeared, replaced with excited, nervous energy. I felt the same. We might actually be getting somewhere with figuring out what happened to Felicity Bull.

      Hesitantly, I pressed the numbers into my phone. “Here goes...” I punched the button to make it connect. After a few seconds, the phone began to ring. While we were waiting for it to be answered, I pressed the button to put my phone on speaker so that Sam could hear too.

      It was answered on the third ring. The voice on the other end of the phone sounded like a smoker. Not just because it was deep and husky, but because I could literally hear him blowing out smoke before he spoke in a fast, wheezy voice. I immediately imagined the speaker to be a man of about forty who looked closer to seventy. It was that kind of unhealthy, hard-living voice.

      “Edward? The fight, right? I can do ya three to two on Jones for a KO. What do ya say?”

      I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what the man was talking about. I quickly pressed the mute button on my phone.

      “What do I say?”

      “He sounds like a bookie. Gambling. He was offering you odds to bet on a fight.”

      I peered at Sam wondering how she knew that. The look she gave me back seemed to say I wonder how you don’t know that? I un-muted the phone.

      “Umm, I think I might have the wrong number. You’re not Mister... umm...” My mind went blank. I couldn’t think of a single name. Not one.

      “Hey! How’d ya get this number? Who’re ya?”

      “Adrienne J—”

      I didn’t get to finish speaking because Samantha frantically leaned over and pressed the button to hang the phone up.

      “What are you doing!? Why were you going to tell him your name?”

      “I don’t know! I just panicked! What was I supposed to do?”

      “Pretty much anything at all except tell him your name. You know, sing him a song. Recite bible verses. Tell him your favorite recipe. Or just hang the darn thing up!”

      “Yeah. Sorry. I just panicked.” I glared down at my phone accusingly.

      “Obviously. Anyway, I don’t think it matters. All you told him was your first name and he can’t do anything with that. And it’s only a bookie anyway.”

      Just then, as if the bookie had heard what Sam had said, my phone began to ring. The ring which normally sounded chirpy now seemed vaguely threatening. According to the screen, it was an unknown number.

      I tentatively reached out and pressed the answer button, and then the speakerphone button again.

      “Hello?”

      “Listen up, ya rat. I don’t know who ya are or what you’re playing at.” The man on the other end paused for another wheezing breath out and it sounded like he breathed in again through a cigarette. “This is a private number.  Don’t call again. You’re not welcome. If ya do, ya know what’ll happen to ya.”

      I didn’t.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Snitches get—”

      Sam reached across and pressed the call cancel button before I could find out.

      “Adrienne! He was threatening you! We don’t want to mess with that.”

      "Sam, am I in trouble?"

      She pursed her lips in thought. "Maybe. I guess we found out that payment wasn't for the cruise though. And that definitely wasn’t Edward Dane’s literary agent.”

      "Yeah. It sounds more like Edward is paying them than the other way around."

      Sam and I sat in silent thought for a minute.

      "I think you’d better tell Ethan," said Sam finally.

      I thought about it for a moment. Ethan, as first officer, was also head of security, and it was him that would officially be investigating the murder. Not only had I found out some relevant information, I may even have brought danger to us and the ship.

      "You're right.” I said, standing up on weary legs. “Come on. Let's go."

      Sam, revitalized, bounced to her feet and we went to tell Ethan what we had discovered.
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      On the way to Ethan Lee’s office, Cece called me. I answered it while we walked.

      “You got that dress for me?”

      I looked down at my hands as if expecting it to be there. I couldn’t remember what I’d done with it.

      “It’s in the lounge,” said Sam with an amused smile.

      “It’s in the lounge,” I said to Cece.

      “Yeah, I heard.” I thought I could detect Cece rolling her eyes down the other end of the phone.

      Sam stopped walking. “I’ll go back and get it and take it to her cabin.”

      “Will you? Thanks so much. I’ll see you later at the next scene.”

      I waved goodbye to Sam.

      “Cece? Sam’s going to—”

      “—Yep. Got it. Later.”

      Cece hung up before I could finish telling her what she’d already overheard. I dropped the phone back into the large front pocket of my gown and carried on.

      When I arrived outside Ethan Lee’s office, the orderly who was normally stationed by the door told me I’d have to wait.

      “Is he busy?”

      The white-uniformed man nodded.

      “He’s in a meeting with the captain right now. I don’t imagine it will be too long.”

      We both stared at the door to Ethan’s office. From within, I could hear the voices of the two men. This was unusual, because the door was normally good at soundproofing. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, it was too muffled, but their conversation sounded quite acrimonious. They may even have been arguing.

      I stood right next to the door, as nonchalantly as possible, but I couldn’t make out any of the individual words.

      When the door swung open, I jumped back, startled.

      “Good afternoon, sir!” I said to the captain.

      He had a frown on his face and my cheery greeting did nothing to relieve it. He gave a perfunctory nod at me, walking away without saying another word.

      “Adrienne? Is that you? Come in.”

      When I entered Ethan’s office, I found him standing behind his large wooden desk. There were two chairs in front of the desk, but one of them looked out of place, as if it had been pushed back angrily and was now angled off to the side rather than facing the desk where it was normally located.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked him.

      Ethan smiled at me, but I could tell it was more of an act than normal. His smile didn’t reach his eyes, and he was somewhat red in the face, as if he’d been furious but his anger was now settling back down.

      “Yes, fine. Everything’s fine.”

      He looked down as he walked around his desk, not quite meeting my eye. On the left-hand side of the room were a pair of two-seater sofas and a coffee table between them. He used that area for more informal meetings.

      “Take a seat.”

      I sat on the closest of the two opposing sofas, leaning forward with my hands resting on my knees.

      “It sounded like you and the captain were arguing.” I figured there was no point in beating around the bush. He’d either tell me, and alleviate my curiosity, or he wouldn’t.

      “You could hear that outside, could you?” He looked toward the door with narrowed eyes, as if blaming it for its poor job of maintaining his privacy. “We... well, we aren’t seeing eye to eye on something.” Ethan kept clasping and unclasping his hands while he spoke. He was hiding something.

      “Oh?” I said, waiting for him to continue. He didn’t.

      I was left with the overwhelming impression that Ethan neither liked nor trusted the captain, but he was too good a person and employee to actually say it outright to me.

      “What’s happening with Greg?” I asked him when the silence had dragged on long enough.

      “Ah. I spoke to him for quite a while earlier and got down everything he told us before in more detail. I looked into Felicity Bull, and her career in reality television. What Greg told us was true, of course.”

      “I was sure he was telling us the truth,” I said.

      “The reality show they made about restaurants? It flopped. It only played well in the region where it was filmed, but nationwide it didn’t gain any traction. And there was some bad publicity about them faking certain events, which obviously ties in with what Greg told us. Piecing together what I found, it seems someone who worked on the show was fired over the faked events. I suspect that person was Felicity Bull, but I can’t confirm that yet.”

      While it was good to know that Greg had been telling us the truth, it was unfortunate that the truth did give him a pretty good motive for wanting to murder Felicity Bull.

      “Where is he now?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t hold him. While he does have a motive for wanting her dead, and it was unfortunate that he found the body, there’s no evidence that it was him that actually killed her. And I don’t believe he did it. It doesn’t feel like something Greg would do, does it?”

      I shook my head. “Nope.” He’d be much more likely to poison someone’s food. I kept that thought to myself, though. I didn’t really think Greg was capable of killing anyone. He just wasn’t that kind of person. Throw a bucket of water on them? Sure. Embarrass them in front of a crowd? Of course. But kill them? I didn’t buy it.

      “I can’t believe Swan, though,” I said shaking my head.

      “In what way?” said Ethan with a curious look.

      “Hiring someone with a history of faking problems to investigate possible problems on our ship! She could have made anything up and we all could have got in trouble.”

      “I see what you mean.” Ethan frowned and nodded to himself in thought. “They could have hired someone with a better reputation.”

      “Or not hired someone to spy on us at all,” I said darkly.

      “Yes.” Ethan rubbed his hand against his temple. “Or that.” There was something about the way he said it that made me think he wasn’t totally opposed to the idea of an undercover spy on the ship. It was more this spy in particular that he had a problem with.

      “I’m just glad Greg will be available to play his role later on in the diner scene. Since Edward refused to alter his script at all, I’ve been having to work around this morning’s… occurrence. If I lost Greg, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      Ethan gave me an encouraging smile.

      “I’m sure you would’ve managed. You’re very capable, Adrienne. Very capable indeed.” Our eyes met and I realized that he was, in a way, flirting with me. Capable wasn’t exactly the most common adjective guys used to flatter a woman, as far as I knew, but coming from Ethan it was just about the perfect compliment.

      “Was that all you came here about?” After half a second’s pause, he realized that the question didn’t come across well. “I mean, you’re welcome any time. We can talk about anything. I just had the impression that there was something serious you wanted to say.”

      “Right, there was something else.”

      “Go on.”

      “I’ve been doing a bit of, umm, thinking.” I didn’t want to admit that I’d been breaking into cabins. Or conducting a secret investigation. “And it seems to me that the whoever committed the crime was mimicking what was in the murder mystery script. And I was thinking that the Danes knew the script better than anyone.”

      Ethan bit his lip nervously. Like he was worried I’d messed up and come to confess.

      “And... did you do something?”

      “Umm. Well, not really. I just found something.”

      “Go on.”

      I explained to him how I had been talking to Harley in her cabin and come across the note with the bank account and phone number.

      “You called it, didn’t you?” His brown eyes seemed to pierce right through me when he asked that question. I wasn’t sure if he was angry, curious, or proud.

      “I did call it. Yes.”

      “And it wasn’t his agent, was it? If it had been, you would have hung up and you wouldn’t be here telling me about it.”

      “Right.”

      “So, go on then. Who answered?”

      I explained how the bookie had answered the phone, and how he had called back and ended up threatening me.

      Ethan leaned back in his chair and blew out a long stream of air while he thought.

      “Do you have the phone number with you?”

      “Sure. It’s in my phone,” I told him as I pulled out the device and found the number from my call history. “You’re not going to call it, are you? I wouldn’t call it again if I were you...”

      “No, I’m not going to call it. Show me that.”

      He took the phone from my hand and went to his computer behind his desk. I walked over and pulled up the displaced chair, moving it closer to the desk before I sat down.

      “Let’s see what we can find out about this number...”

      Ethan began to type and click his mouse at the screen while I watched and waited. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but it didn’t take too long until he made a final click, and then faced me, hands clasped in front of him.

      “So. You’re right—it is a bookie. The phone number is registered to a guy named Huey Lazenby in Las Vegas. He’s got a whole slew of private numbers. Special clients get their own private line.”

      “Las Vegas is where Edward met Harley. They met at a mystery conference there.”

      “He’s got dozens of phone numbers registered to him, and he has a criminal record as long as Felicity Bull’s list of complaints.”

      We both laughed a little, but it was stilted. It didn’t seem right to be laughing at the dead, even when the dead were awful.

      “I’m going to see what else I can find out. I have a few contacts who might know a thing or two.”

      “You have police friends?” I asked, curiously. I didn’t actually know too much about Ethan’s personal life or his friends. I knew he’d been in the Navy for a number of years before an injury had forced him out, and we’d talked a little about some of his hobbies: long-distance hiking, as well as, unsurprisingly, sailing, swimming and fishing.

      “I’ve got all kinds of friends.” Ethan waggled his eyebrows. “In all kinds of places.”

      “You’re a man of mystery, Ethan Lee.”

      He nodded. “I sure am. But there’s nothing bad underneath my mysterious exterior. Promise.”

      “I guess I’ll just have to find out for myself.”

      We shared a long, quiet look, but the brief silence wasn’t awkward. Instead, it felt safe. Comforting.

      “Okay, Adrienne, no more calling strange numbers. If you find any more, bring them to me first, all right?”

      “Will do. I just didn’t want to waste your time if it was nothing.”

      “Don’t worry about that. Seeing you is never a waste of time.”

      I couldn’t keep the smile off my face.

      “I think we’re safe from that bookie and his friends here on the ship. Don’t worry about his threat. People like that talk a big game, but when the chips are down, they’ve got no courage.”

      It was a relief to hear him say it, but I wasn’t convinced it was entirely true. We had a killer on our ship, and who knew who they were connected to?

      “Thanks, Ethan. I feel a lot better about it all. I won’t call any more strange numbers. Promise.”

      He grinned at me and nodded. He put his hands down on the table with a slap.

      “So, have you got time for dinner soon? Tonight?”

      My nod was a bit too enthusiastic and my answer a bit too fast.

      “Yes!” Suddenly feeling awkward, I lowered my voice. “I mean, yes, I’m sure I can fit you in later.”

      “Great. I’ll look forward to it. I’ll send you some details later. Take care, Adrienne.”

      “You too.”

      With a genuine smile on my face that wouldn’t quit, I left his office and headed to my room to freshen up. With two more scenes coming up back to back, I wouldn’t have another chance before dinner.
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      I smiled the whole way back to my cabin after leaving Ethan’s office, and I was still in a cheery mood when I pushed open the heavy bulkhead door.

      Apart from the whole murder thing, and the whole murder mystery needing reorganizing thing, and the whole being threatened by a bookie thing, it had been a pretty awesome day.

      Or maybe it was just the last few minutes that had been awesome.

      While I pondered that thought, I freshened up as best I could. We had two more back-to-back scenes to do later, featuring Cece and then Greg. It promised to be a lot of fun for our amateur sleuth passengers, but it would probably be tiring for us workers.

      While things between Ethan and I hadn’t progressed far—work, by which I mean unfortunate deaths, kept getting in the way—I was optimistic. Things were going slowly, but they seemed to be going well.

      With thoughts of romance on my mind, the oddest romance I’d seen aboard this trip drifted back into my thoughts. Edward and Harley. The famous, wealthy older man and the beautiful young gold digger.

      Only it wasn’t necessarily what it seemed to be on the surface. According to Harley, she was rich herself. And what about Edward? Was he? He was a bestselling author with dozens upon dozens of published books. But he was also deep enough into gambling to have his own bookie with a private line. And now that I thought about it some more, that first phone call I had overheard had sounded like he was in some kind of financial trouble. Was that fourteen thousand dollars a payment he was supposed to make to his bookie?

      If all that was true, maybe Harley hadn’t married Edward for the money. Maybe Edward had married Harley for her money.

      When I was ready, I did a final check in the mirror. Despite saying I was going to wear the same gown for all the scenes I would during the mystery event, I was getting fed up with it already. And no doubt I’d have an eating-accident soon and need to get it cleaned.

      Maybe I would treat myself to one more dress. For work. Not because I wanted to buy it—but because I had to. That’s what I kept telling myself.

      The next scene was Cece’s. With her costume hopefully all sorted out, I was optimistic it would be a success. When I was as ready as I was going to get, I left my cabin and began the long walk back to the pool deck through the ship.

      Walking through the hallways, I got back into the mindset of Lady Adrienne James of Harkness. With shoulders back and my chin held at a snootily elevated position, I almost felt like I was a rich heiress.

      I exited the interior of the ship onto the wraparound deck that would eventually lead to the pool deck. No one was around, so I practiced my Lady Adrienne gait, walking as if I owned the ship myself and everyone else were either my crew or servants. Nose in the air, I walked with a swagger.

      It was a pretty good feeling.

      Right up until I realized someone was watching me.

      As I strode, I saw a pair of eyes peering out at me from behind a planter filled with ornamental pink flowering bushes. At first, I thought it was my imagination. No one would actually be hiding behind a giant flower pot. But as I kept looking, the eyes realized I’d seen them, and I saw the shape of a head duck down.

      A chill crept down my back. I remembered the phone call. The threat. And now someone was spying on me. Was the bookie’s reach so far, and so fast, that he had someone after me already?

      Logically, I should have known that was impossible. But when you’re scared, logic flies out the window. Wild thoughts become near certainties, and impossible events become the most likely thing to happen.

      “Hey! Who’s there?”

      I looked over my shoulder and no one else was around. I hoped my bravado wouldn’t get me in trouble.

      There was a shuffling sound behind the planter, but nothing more. I began to feel less afraid. Whoever was hiding didn’t want to be seen. I don’t know if it was logical or not, but it made me less fearful of them. Like I had the upper hand.

      “Come out from there! I know you’re behind the bushes!”

      There was a moaning sound. The moan of someone who knows they’ve been caught doing something they shouldn’t have.

      Slowly, a blond mop of hair peeked up from behind the planter, quickly followed by the rest of Shaun Anderson, the pool boy.

      I stared at him. He stared down at the bushes.

      “Shaun? What’s going on?”

      Sheepishly, he slowly raised his eyes and then immediately dropped them when he saw how sternly I was looking at him.

      “I wasn’t spying on you! A kid lost his ball and it rolled down here, and I was looking for it. Then I saw you coming, and I thought it might look like I was spying on you, so I hid.”

      I tapped my foot on the deck while I thought about what he’d said. It was ridiculous.

      “Where’s the ball?”

      He looked to the left, and then to the right, as if the ball might suddenly appear out of thin air. It didn’t.

      “I can’t seem to find it. Dunno where it got to.” He looked out to sea, as if perhaps it had gone overboard. That was unlikely if it had been rolling. There was no room between the railings for a ball to slip through, unless it was very small.

      “Perhaps a gust of wind took it,” I suggested.

      His face veritably lit up.

      “Yeah, maybe you’re right!”

      I was uncomfortable about the whole situation. I knew—or at least I thought I knew—that he had a crush on Sam. Did he have one on me too? Or had I gotten the wrong idea earlier? Or maybe he was telling me the honest truth right now and it just looked bad. Not knowing what to do, I decided to ignore it for now. But I’d keep thinking about it.

      “Are you coming to the pool deck?”

      He nodded, and then climbed out from behind the planter to join me on the walking path.

      It was only a few more yards before we rounded the corner to the pool deck. His story may actually have been true. I looked around, scanning the area. Could be true—apart from the absence of any children.

      “I guess the little boy left already?”

      He looked confused for a minute, and then as if he suddenly remembered the story he’d told me, he nodded in agreement. “Yeah, must have!”

      I found Cece at the pool deck was very pleased with how she looked. She’d put on Harley’s black dress, and over the front she’d tied a white apron. On top of her head sat the little hat that had come with the scandalous costume, and she’d found herself some semi-sensible black shoes to go with the whole ensemble.

      “Hey! You look great!”

      Cece smiled back at me. “Yeah, it’s not bad. I mean, I looked a lot hotter in the other outfit.” She looked around the pool deck as if inspecting the people there. “Though with this crowd, I guess I don’t actually want to look too hot.”

      We both laughed. That was true.

      “Are you all set for your scene?”

      She nodded at me and waved a little envelope full of the clues she was supposed to use during this section.

      “Okay, I guess it’s nearly time to begin.”

      I got everyone’s attention and climbed up on one of the sun loungers to speak to the audience again.

      “Lady Adrienne James of Harkness would have your attention!”

      Obligingly, they all turned to look at me, curious and pleased expressions on their faces.

      “We will shortly begin the next scene. In this one, I recommend you pay careful attention to the housekeeper.” I pointed over at Cece, who gave a smart curtsy. “She will also be distributing clue cards to you. If you have any questions, try and figure out the answers yourselves, after all, you’re all detectives here!”

      There was a happy murmur from the crowd and a few of them clapped, though it didn’t progress into a full-on round of applause and the early-clappers quickly stopped. That was okay. I didn’t need applause; I just needed the event to go smoothly without any disasters. Or deaths. Or deathly disasters.

      While the scene progressed, I mingled with the guests, though all the time I was following a winding path from my position to where I could see Harley Dane. I wanted to see what else I could learn about her marriage.

      When I reached her, she was having a conversation with the aspiring writer, Mary Mead. While Edward clearly had little time for her, Harley seemed to be getting on quite well with the young woman.

      “Good afternoon, ladies,” I said with a welcoming smile. As my character was the hostess in our murder mystery, I always had to appear to be as welcoming as possible.

      “Hello there, Lady Adrienne,” they said with little grins. Everyone seemed to enjoy playing their parts.

      “It’s a lovely afternoon, isn’t it?” I had deliberately dropped the word lovely in there, trying to push the conversation toward love, romance, marriage, and just what was the real truth between Edward and Harley’s courtship and coupling.

      “A perfect temperature,” said Mary, looking up at the blue sky overhead. It was nearly perfectly clear, but sprinkled across were a few tiny, fluffy white clouds far, far above us.

      “The heat reminds me of Las Vegas,” I said as casually as I could.

      Harley wrinkled her nose. “Really? I find Vegas to be much drier, but much hotter than this. It’s far more pleasant here.”

      “Oh, I must have been there at a funny time,” I said, hoping that I hadn’t completely given away the fact I’ve never been to Vegas. “Speaking of Las Vegas, didn’t you say that that’s where you and Edward met?”

      Harley nodded happily back at me. Mary looked on, intrigued. It didn’t seem like she’d heard their love story.

      “Oh yes, and we were married there too. Just six days ago!” She started to look down at her watch.

      “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” I said to Mary.

      Harley gave up looking at her watch with a shrug. She’d given up on calculating precisely when it was she’d been married. Five days, I thought to myself. That’s how long the magic lasts.

      “Edward is so focused though,” said Harley with an almost disbelieving tone in her voice—for our benefit, not hers. “You’ll never believe this, but he finished a new book just this morning. Even though we’re on our honeymoon! Isn’t that something?”

      “That’s amazing!” said Mary Mead. I bobbed my head along with her. It genuinely was impressive.

      “Of course,” continued Harley, “it’ll need extensive edits. Edward’s such a perfectionist. Every single word is a gem. That’s what he tells me, and I believe it!”

      “He’s one of the best,” said Mary, a hint of envy in her voice.

      “One of?” said Harley, followed by a burst of laughter. As if we all knew that he wasn’t one of the best, he was the best. I nodded along politely.

      “What’s his new book about? Can you tell us?”

      Harley looked around furtively, to make sure no literary spies were listening, and then she leaned in toward us, hunching over slightly. We did the same, forming a tight little huddle.

      “Well, it’s about this police detective, who isn’t actually a detective. She’s an ancient goddess come back to Earth. It’s got magic, it’s got mystery, it’s got murder, and it’s got tons of feminine appeal. They say that’s what you need these days for a really big hit, feminine appeal. Men don’t read anymore.”

      “Is that so?” I asked politely. I didn’t exactly follow the ins and outs of the book trade.

      “Oh, yes,” said Harley like she was an expert. “And not only do women read more, they talk about the books they read too. Word of mouth is very important for making a book a big success.”

      Mary and I nodded along to Harley’s wisdom. She’d gone off topic from my perspective and I wasn’t interested in what she was talking about anymore, but I had to play along. That’s what a good hostess does. Mary also seemed less interested in this; she’d been much more attentive when Harley had been talking about the writing and the plot.

      “ARRRGH!” came a scream.

      I was ready for it this time, but Mary and Harley looked suitably surprised and turned their heads to stare in Cece’s direction. I was impressed with the volume she could produce from her lungs. Her shriek was almost painful, even all the way over where we were. I felt sorry for the guests who’d been closer to her.

      While we watched, the feather duster that Cece had been holding flew into the air as she feigned complete shock. Then she was bending over to look at something. When she did, I was incredibly relieved that we’d managed to find her an alternative costume. If she’d been wearing the hot French maid costume.... well, that wasn’t something I wanted to imagine.

      “Oh! It’s my turn,” said Harley, peering down at her clue and instruction card. All the guests had at least one line they got to read out during the progress of the mystery before the big reveal. And this moment was Harley’s. She quickly hurried away to deliver her lines next to the shocked maid.

      “It’s very romantic, isn’t it?” said Mary with a nod of her head toward the departed writer’s wife.

      “Marriage in Vegas? Oh, super romantic,” I agreed out of politeness.

      “It’s kind of ironic though, don’t you think, that they’re here on a cruise for their honeymoon. I mean, of all the places...”

      I tilted my head at her. This was intriguing.

      “Why do you say that? Cruises are a popular choice for honeymoons, aren’t they? I mean, a working honeymoon’s pretty odd, I suppose.”

      Mary shook her head.

      “I guess you’re not as big of a fan of Edward Dane as I am. I’ve read all his books. You know, his first book breakout hit was called Cruise Overboard.”

      I felt like a cat when it pricks up its ears upon hearing something interesting.

      “Oh? What’s it about?”

      Mary couldn’t stop herself laughing before she continued.

      “You’ll never believe it.”

      “Try me anyway,” I said as lightheartedly as I could manage. For the first time in my life, I had a sudden desperate urge to know the plot of a gory mystery book published three decades earlier.

      “It’s about an older writer, who marries a much younger woman—”

      “In Vegas?”

      She shook her head.

      “I don’t remember where. Maybe Vegas. But they get married, and they go on a cruise for their honeymoon, and, well, I don’t want to spoil it.”

      SPOIL IT! I wanted to scream.

      “I’m sure I won’t read it. His books aren’t my favorite style. Go on, tell me what happened.”

      Mary bit her lip and then leaned in close. “In the book, he’s taken out a life insurance policy on his new wife. And then, on their honeymoon, he tosses her overboard and tries to claim the insurance money!”

      “Oh, wow. Did he get away with it?”

      Mary gave me a funny look. “Of course not. In detective stories, the criminal always gets caught.”

      “Right. Yes. Of course, I forgot we were talking about a book for a moment!”

      We both laughed at that.

      “That is very interesting though, Mary. I must get on—the other guests will be jealous!”

      “Right. Everyone wants to spend some time with Lady Adrienne. Especially that pool boy, by the looks of it.” She gave me a wink.

      I peered over my shoulder and saw Shaun Anderson turn his head so fast I was surprised it didn’t fly off.

      “I’m sure he was just looking around for someone. See you later!”

      After slipping away from Mary, I continued to make my way through the happy crowd of amateur sleuths. What Mary had told me was very interesting indeed.

      There had been a story in the news not so long ago about a detective writer who’d written books about his own crimes. They’d been sold as fiction, but after investigation, it turned out that they were actually retellings of the author’s own crimes.

      Was Edward planning the same thing? It looked like he had at least fourteen thousand dollars in gambling debts. Maybe that was just the tip of the iceberg. Maybe that was just an installment he had to make toward a mountain of debt.

      Though Harley hadn’t been my favorite person when I’d first met her, she’d grown on me.

      Was her life now in danger? And would it be up to me to save it?

      The warm afternoon suddenly felt a lot chillier.
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      While the scene played out, I kept thinking about Edward and Harley. It all made sense now. The reason why he was so cool and withdrawn. The reason he didn’t seem to show his wife much affection. The reason he brought his new wife on a work trip for their honeymoon.

      I mean, do clues come any bigger than that? What kind of man would take his new wife to help him with work for a honeymoon? And he was supposed to be a rich and famous author. He should have flown her to the Bahamas on a private jet. Or taken her to Europe for a grand tour. Or hired a private yacht and… well, maybe not that one.

      By the time the scene had ended, I had convinced myself.

      Harley and Edward’s marriage was a sham, at least from Edward’s perspective. He’d brought her on board to kill her, claim the insurance money, and pay off his gambling debts.

      When I stood up from the sun lounger I’d been sitting on, the blood rushed to my head and I felt dizzy for a moment. The sun had just set and the pool deck was rapidly becoming darker and darker.

      As soon as the scene ended, the guests had begun filtering inside. We had a short break before the diner scene was to begin, but no one wanted to hang around a closed swimming pool in the dark so they were heading inside for their break.

      I should have hurried in ahead of them, to make sure the diner was going to be ready. There was only an hour and a half until the scene began. But I needed a moment to think.

      Had Felicity Bull confronted Edward? Had she accused him of plotting to kill his wife? Perhaps he laughed it off, but knew that he would never get away with it with her poking her nose in and decided to remove her.

      I told myself it was silly, that it was a waste of time to be thinking about. But I couldn’t think about anything else.

      Almost everyone had left, and the people who remained were just dim shadows, slowly disappearing inside or around the deck to one of the busier outside areas of the ship.

      “But I don’t want to. Let’s go inside,” said a female voice.

      My ears pricked and I quietly walked in the direction of the voice, making sure my heels didn’t come down too loudly on the deck.

      “Come on.” The final word was punctuated by a smart rap on the deck, as something was smacked down on it for emphasis. Something that sounded an awful lot like a cane, a brass-topped one if I wasn’t mistaken.

      “Let’s just go inside to the diner. We’ve only got half an hour.”

      “That’s plenty of time. Now come with me. I shan’t ask you again, you know.”

      It was definitely Edward and Harley Dane. I slowly walked around some more sun loungers until I spotted them in the dim, fading light. Harley was walking toward Edward, who was waiting for her. When she caught up with him, the two of them began to walk, side by side, down the wraparound deck that encircled the ship. This deck was much narrower than some of the others and wasn’t really designed for nighttime strolls. If you wanted to walk around the ship at night, the constitutional deck was a much better option; it had good lighting and a couple of nice cafés to stop at along the way.

      Following behind them, I heard mild complaints from Harley while Edward stonewalled her. Arm in arm, they walked. The way their arms were interlocked made me think of two people locked together, one forcing the other to follow rather than a romantic stroll.

      As quietly as possible, I followed them, stopping to hide behind stacks of sun loungers, planters, and doorway alcoves whenever I found myself getting too close. When we’d proceeded about fifty yards down the deck, I thought I heard something strange. Something like shuffling and tiptoeing footsteps.

      But it wasn’t coming from Harley and Edward.

      It was coming from behind me.

      When I got the next opportunity to hide, I crouched down and looked behind me. Someone was following me, and I needed to know who it was.

      Peering between branches of a flowering bush, I saw Shaun Anderson creeping along the deck where I had been.

      My heart dropped and I moaned softly to myself in fear. He was following me.

      Could a Las Vegas bookie reach that far?

      Sure. Why not? If he was ‘connected,’ how hard would it be to pay a young guy to work for you on a ship? Not hard at all. And who knew this Shaun Anderson’s history? For all I knew, he could be a hardened criminal just playing at being a dumb pool boy. Swan’s background checks weren’t exactly meticulous. They’d hired Sam, after all.

      “Oh!” came a shout from Harley. I’d lost sight of them from my hiding position but I knew it was her. “Oh, oh, ohhhhh!” The last scream was a protracted one.

      I was too late! I should have told someone what I’d figured out earlier. And now Harley had been tossed overboard to be eaten by sharks or jellyfish or whatever they had out here.

      Not on my watch.

      I slipped off my heels, and then with a banshee scream I burst out from my hiding place, running toward Shaun Anderson with the velocity of a Mac truck. He let out a yelp and dived to the floor to get out of my way, not daring to touch me.

      Just past him was my goal: a fire alarm. I couldn’t dive into the ocean after Harvey—that’s just what Edward and Shaun would want me to do—but I sure as heck could raise a ruckus and get her some help. I just prayed it wouldn’t be too late.

      Sirens started blaring and emergency lighting flicked on all around us, casting a stark white brightness across everything and everyone.

      I turned around to defend myself, daring Shaun Anderson to try and come after me now. He wouldn’t try and come after me now that he knew I was aware, would he? Surely not under the bright emergency lights.

      Shaun Anderson clambered to his feet, his posture hunched and small and nervous. I glared at him, daring him to try and get me, daring him to try and throw me overboard. He didn’t. He couldn’t.

      “A... Adrienne...”

      “You think I’m that dumb, huh? You think I wouldn’t notice you creeping behind me? How much are they paying you, Shaun?”

      He had his arms folded across his lower chest, like he was hugging himself.

      “I get minimum wage, plus meals, and tips. And accommodation.” His voice was small and nervous and he was looking at me with fear in his eyes, like he thought I was crazy.

      “You know that’s not what I meant!” With growing confidence, I walked toward him. “Why’d you do it? Money? Feeling like you’re part of something big?”

      He shook his head.

      “I just did what I was told.” He couldn’t meet my gaze and was staring down at the deck. “I didn’t think I was doing anything wrong!”

      Unbelievable. Literally, unbelievable.

      “Adrienne!”

      Finally! It didn’t surprise me that Ethan was first on the scene. If there was a man more dedicated to his work on the ship, I’d yet to meet him.

      “Ethan! Quick. I think Harley’s been thrown overboard! About a minute ago!”

      “What!?” cried Ethan, his head whipping out to look at the black ocean, as if he’d be able to see. He quickly turned back to face me.

      “What happened?”

      Just then, the impossible happened.

      At least it seemed impossible to me.

      Edward and Harley Dane appeared, walking back toward us, Edward tapping his cane on the floor with each step. They both had concerned expressions on their faces.

      “What’s going on?” asked Edward.

      “Is there a fire? I can’t smell any smoke,” said Harley in puzzlement. She peered at us as if expecting smoke to be drifting out of our mouths.

      “Oh... cornstalks!”

      “Adrienne?” asked Harley with concern. “What’s wrong?”

      “I thought there’d been an accident. I heard a scream, and I thought you’d... fallen.” I couldn’t say been pushed, or been tossed. Not in front of everyone.

      “Oh, no. Did I scare you? I’m so sorry! There was a bat and it flew right in my face, and then when I put my hands up, I touched it, and...” she visibly shuddered. “I hate them. Flying rats.” She turned to glare at her husband. “I told you I didn’t want to go for a walk and now you know why! Look at all the trouble you’ve caused!”

      “The doctor told me to walk every day,” said Edward sullenly.

      “And I told you to do it in the morning! Not in the dark!”

      “Adrienne?” said Ethan, gently taking my elbow. “Let’s get this alarm turned off and have a little chat inside.”

      “Just let me get my shoes.”
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      My legs felt like lead as I walked to Ethan’s office. I’d messed up before, but never like this. Well, not exactly like this anyway.

      The only bright side was that Ethan was the first on the scene, and he had quickly disabled the fire alarms and never even sounded the man-overboard alarm. Someone less competent wouldn’t have been able to assess and react so quickly and who knows how much disruption I would have caused.

      We sat down across from each other on the two opposing leather sofas. I didn’t want to meet his gaze, but I had no choice.

      “What happened, Adrienne?” There was no hint of admonition in his voice. At least not yet. It was more confusion. Like he couldn’t believe what I’d done. I understood because I felt the same way.

      “I... made a mistake.”

      He had to put his hand over his mouth to cover a smile.

      “Yeah. I’ll say.”

      Thank goodness he’s not mad! It made it all a lot easier to deal with.

      “It all made so much sense! I thought I had it figured out. But maybe I didn’t. Or maybe I was too early.”

      I explained to Ethan that Edward had written a book featuring a man who killed his new wife on a cruise in order to get a big insurance payout.

      “Right. But why did you think he was going to kill Harley?”

      “Because of the gambling! He has gambling debts, I’m sure of it. That’s why he had a private line to the bookies. He must have an insurance policy on Harley and he plans to cash it in.”

      “Okay. Did Harley tell you she felt she was in danger?”

      “No. Because she doesn’t know she’s in danger!”

      Ethan was quiet for a moment, while he thought. I could see he was thinking about everything I’d said, but wasn’t convinced I was right.

      “But Edward has a life insurance policy on Harley?”

      “I... guess so.”

      “But you don’t know that for a fact?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t, but didn’t all married couples have life insurance policies?  I hadn’t yet reached that stage of my life, but it was an impression I’d certainly got from people I’d known.

      “But it’s also the perfect motivation for killing Felicity. I know she spoke to Edward the night she died. She must have found out about the plot to kill Harley—her job was to investigate people—and that’s why Edward killed her. Do you see? He’s copied two of his plots and mashed them together!”

      Ethan leaned back on the sofa, causing the leather to creak. “I agree—the motives certainly fit. If Felicity did discover such a plot, Edward would have every reason to want to kill her.”

      I nodded along, waiting for the but. I didn’t have to wait long.

      “But apart from him possibly having a gambling debt, there’s no evidence at all. Your thinking is good, but perhaps you got a little carried away? Edward certainly didn’t push her overboard tonight.”

      “What about that pool boy? He was following me! I think he and Edward and the bookie in Vegas are all in cahoots.”

      Ethan sucked in a breath before he spoke again. Now it was his turn to look embarrassed.

      “I have a confession.”

      He had a confession? I couldn’t imagine what it would be about.

      “Yes?”

      “I asked Shaun Anderson to watch you. After that call from the bookies, I was worried about you, Adrienne. I know we’re at sea, and the chances of him being able to do anything out here are slim, but there’s also the fact we still have a murderer at large too. I didn’t think it would do any harm to get you a little protection.”

      “You asked him to follow me? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I wished I had Sam or Cece to consult with about this revelation. I wasn’t sure whether to be outraged or flattered by the fact he had hired a pool boy to keep watch on me.

      “I didn’t want to worry you. I thought you might think me overprotective. But I am protective. It’s just the way I’m built. I didn’t want to worry you, so I asked him to be subtle about it. I guess Shaun doesn’t do subtle.”

      I shook my head. “I guess not. It was because he was following me that I got really spooked. And then Harley screamed... I messed up.”

      “Sounds like I share a portion of the blame then, too. I shouldn’t have asked Shaun to watch you without telling you. I’m sorry I did that. I really am.”

      We both sat silently, reflecting on our mistakes. Did I have it completely wrong about Edward and Harley? Or did I just have the timing wrong? Edward would be on guard now though, even if he had planned on throwing Harley overboard, he wouldn’t be able to do it this trip. Perhaps I’d already saved her life, I thought to myself generously.

      Ethan finally broke the silence.

      “Are we still on for dinner?”

      “Yeah. I think so. Speaking of which... I’m supposed to be in the diner!”

      He shook his head with a laugh.

      “We’re working you too hard, Adrienne. Good luck in the diner. I’ll call you later.”

      I stood up and gave him a little wave. What a day it had been. And it wasn’t over yet.
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      Hurrying over to the diner, I reflected on the fact that I still hadn’t got around to checking it. Greg had told me it looked great, so I was sure it was fine, but I still felt a bit guilty, a little neglectful in my duties.

      But then I hadn’t had time.

      This cruise had been non-stop and I kind of missed the ‘old days,’ as I thought of my first two cruises, where my only task had been to wander around the ship looking for people having a lovely time and take pictures of it all and post them online.

      Maybe I should push for that job back, instead of going for the cruise director position.

      When I got to the conference suite, I was pleased to hear Sam’s loud voice coming out of the lounge. She was addressing our crowd of amateur detectives and clearly had everything under control. Technically she was doing my job, but I needed all the help I could get at the moment.

      When I entered the diner, I slipped in as quietly and unobtrusively as I could. I didn’t want everyone looking at me. No doubt everyone had heard that it was me that pulled the fire alarm, and now the rumors would be swirling. I wondered what the current story was that people were running with. Was it that I had been hallucinating? That I’d lost my mind? That someone had been pushed overboard but no one knew who it was?

      I was greeted by a waft of some delicious smelling cooking. Greg and the catering team were supposed to provide a meal for the guests during this scene and it was clear they’d whipped up something scrumptious. The aroma was of a meat and tomato sauce that reminded me of my grandma’s bolognese, but a little heavier on the spices. They were hearty, comforting scents and I was pretty sure I could detect coriander, cumin, and nutmeg underneath the dominant tomato and meat.

      It didn’t just remind me of my grandma though; there was another memory too. A nagging one, at the back of my mind. I felt like I’d smelled this exact sauce before but couldn’t quite put my finger on when.

      Grandma hadn’t made it.

      It didn’t smell like any of the swill they served up at college.

      But still, the memory of it hovered just out of reach.

      I slipped into one of the diner booths near the door. It had maroon vinyl seating and a large plastic covered table in the middle with a checkered red and white tablecloth. On the right-hand side of the booth, attached to the wall, was an old mini-jukebox designed to play music for just this booth.

      Above the jukebox was a poster.

      I stared at it.

      It was the one Greg had told me about. A young, carefree couple in a red convertible driving through a desert in the Southwest. In the background was a blazing red sun, numerous cacti and a road so long and empty it positively screamed freedom.

      It was a great poster.

      One I knew I’d seen it before.

      A year ago, on a road trip, I had stopped in a diner. It wasn’t a happy memory though. Shortly after I’d had one of the worst experiences of my life: a kidnapping.

      But the diner I’d stopped in then reminded me uncannily of this room. The poster was exactly the same as the one that I’d stared at then. It was barely more than a year ago, but it felt like a lifetime. I’d been a different person then. Younger, more innocent, more trusting of the world.

      Until the incident.

      Suppressing a shudder, I looked around the rest of the room. At the front was a fake counter with barstools in front of it, and behind the counter was Greg. My mouth dropped open. Greg had his costume on all right, but there was one part I couldn’t stop staring at.

      His hat.

      He was wearing an oversized white paper hat, almost double the height of a normal chef’s hat. I’d only ever seen one like it once before. And that was in the same diner as the poster, and just before I was...

      I squeezed my hands into fists, staring around the room, looking for a sign that someone was just messing with me. A practical joke that was neither practical (it took a lot of effort to prepare a room like this nor a joke, certainly not from my perspective. It was a reminder of what had happened. Or a threat.

      It could happen again.

      Finally, Sam stopped her speech, and the guests began to talk among themselves as they inspected their clue cards and the room. I realized I hadn’t heard a word my friend had said to the assembled guests, so focused had I been on the set that had been created here and my memories.

      “Dinner’s ready!” shouted Greg from behind the counter.

      This evening the guests had the chance to enjoy a special meal in here. Of course they would still be able to go to the International Buffet, or one of the other ship-board restaurants if they wanted to, but the idea was to have a fun communal dinner.

      Apart from the booths, the center of the room was filled with a long trestle table with seats for two dozen guests, along with booths and the counter at the front of the room too.

      “What is it?” shouted a cheerful sounding man. The whole room was in fact gently buzzing with happy conversation.

      Greg grinned out at his audience and puffed up his chest before he spoke, a look of pride on his face.

      “This is the finest, the best, the most delicious and enticing—”

      “Get on with it!” shouted a woman, drawing a round of laughter.

      “Okay, okay,” said Greg. “This is the most fantastic Cincinnati chili in the entire Gulf of Mexico!”

      There were appropriate oohs and aah from the audience. But not from me.

      Cincinnati chili? It couldn’t be a coincidence. It just couldn’t. That was the exact same dish that had been the ‘meal of the day’ in that diner one year past.

      Who would even have thought of such a thing? Mexican chili or Tex-Mex chili, sure. But Cincinnati chili? On a ship out of New Orleans, with a Mexican theme?

      It didn’t make any sense. Unless there was a reason for it.

      Cincinnati chili wasn’t even chili, not really. It was served over spaghetti noodles for goodness sake!

      I needed to talk to someone. Something was going on and it was getting out of hand.

      I stared over at Greg, who had now placed a giant vat of the Cincinnati chili up on the counter, and next to it a big container of noodles. Alongside, there was a big container of grated cheese, as well as one full of onions and another with beans.

      I was breathing fast. The air in the ‘diner’ was stifling. I couldn’t get enough oxygen.

      The guests seemed to get noisier and noisier, laughing and joking with each other. Greg’s ladle on the side of the chili pot banged far too loud as he dished out food.

      Everyone was moving too fast. Talking too loud. The room was too hot. The boat seemed to be rocking more than usual; it was making me queasy and my head spin.

      I couldn’t focus on anything.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      On the bench-seat opposite me, on the other side of the booth, was a newspaper. I stared at it, trying to steady my vision. There was something wrong with the newspaper. I could feel cold sweat beading on my forehead as I leaned over to pick it up. I had to see it. I had to look at it.

      I dropped the paper onto the booth table and I felt like I still wasn’t getting enough air. I was panting now.

      I looked at the newspaper, focusing on the headlines. The front page was about politics. Local politics. Not local to New Orleans, or the Gulf of Mexico. Local to Arizona. I shook my head. How’d that get here? Then I saw the date.

      That newspaper wasn’t from today.

      Breathe, Adrienne. Breathe. You’re not getting enough air. Breathe faster.

      It was from last year. When I’d been in that diner, in New Mexico. That didn’t make any sense. It couldn’t be here. It just couldn’t.

      I panted faster, trying to get enough oxygen. I went to stand up. I needed help. I wanted to call over to Sam but I didn’t have enough breath, I couldn’t. My left arm began to feel numb.

      Leaning on the plastic booth table, I took a step forward, and then my legs gave out and I fell over.

      Poisoned! I’d been poisoned!

      Someone noticed me fall and gasped, but I couldn’t see who it was. My peripheral vision seemed to fade and all I could focus on was the poster above me, of the car driving through the open roads of the Southwest. It stared down at me, mocking. All I could do was breathe, and breathe, and breathe.

      “Adrienne! Addy!”

      Someone squeezed my shoulder, and then a moment later they had hands under my arms, lifting me up. I couldn’t focus on anything. My legs and arms were numb now.

      “Help me get her out of here,” said that same someone.

      Still breathing fast, I was dragged out of the diner to the lounge next door, and unceremoniously dumped into an armchair. They didn’t seem to notice I’d been poisoned.

      “I… can’t… breathe…” I said between pants. “Poison…”

      “Yes, you can. You are breathing. You’re not poisoned.”

      “I... can’t feel... my legs. I’m… poisoned…”

      “Adrienne!” There was a stinging slap across my cheeks and I immediately felt outraged. But I couldn’t do anything about it. I was poisoned—now I was being slapped.

      “You’re having a panic attack. You need to breathe slowly. You haven’t been poisoned.”

      “Need... air...”

      My arms felt tingly. My head spun. Why was Sam telling me not to breathe? I couldn’t breathe. I needed to breathe more!

      “Adrienne! Listen! You’re hyperventilating. That’s why you can’t feel your legs. You need to slow down, and breathe. You’re not dying. You’re not poisoned. You’re having a panic attack.”

      Her words somehow cut through my fog-addled mind. A panic attack. Was that possible? I tried to slow my breathing, switching to long, slow breaths instead of the panting I had been doing.

      I still felt like I wasn’t getting enough oxygen. That I couldn’t breathe. But Sam coached me through it.

      “Breathe in slowly. One, two, three. Now hold it for a couple of seconds. Now slowly, breathe out, slowly.”

      She held my hand and squeezed it and, somehow, I managed to slow my breathing. Sensation began to return to my legs and my mind began to clear. I remembered what I knew about panic attacks.

      She was right; I’d hyperventilated. That was why I’d lost the feeling in my legs. That’s why I thought I was dying.

      I hadn’t been physically poisoned.

      But I had been psychologically poisoned.
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      Bit by bit, my vision began to clear and sensation began to return to my limbs. I was in the lounge but I could still smell the Cincinnati chili wafting in from the other room. I wished I couldn’t.

      “Adrienne? What happened. Try and talk to me, slowly. It’ll help get your breathing back to normal. But don’t pant.” Sam squeezed my hand hard. “Breathe slowly,” she reiterated a final time.

      I nodded and swallowed. Looking around the room, I saw Kelly, and that woman from catering, Betty Dwayne.

      “I’m okay now,” I said to Betty. “You can go back to the event.”

      She paused, hesitating, but finally she gave a nod.

      “You’re the boss. I hope you feel better soon.” Betty gave me a sympathetic smile and then walked out of the room, looking over her shoulder a final time to check on me as she did so.

      Then she was gone. Now I could talk.

      “Sam. Something’s happened… something’s going on.”

      “What is it?”

      “The diner.” I paused to take another long, slow breath. “I don’t know how but... it’s for me.”

      “What do you mean it’s for you? Are you feeling confused right now?” She leaned over and put her palm on my damp forehead, frowning. “You don’t have a fever.”

      I took another long, slow, deep breath, counted to three, and then breathed it out again. I would get through this.

      “The diner set looks the same as the one from last year.” Another slow breath. “The one just before... you know.”

      Sam knew what I was referring to, but she wasn’t sure what I meant about the diner. I had to explain.

      “In our set, there’s a poster. It’s exactly the same as the one in the diner I was in last year. And the food! Cincinnati chili. Why do we have that?”

      “It’s kind of Mexican?” Sam said raising her palms up.

      I shook my head.

      “No way. It’s nothing like Mexican.” Another slow breath. “It was weird when I saw it in Arizona last year. It’s too much of a coincidence for it to be here, too.” And breathe… “But there’s another reason. There’s more. There’s a newspaper in there. In the booth.” Another breath, slower and calmer. “It’s from last year. The exact same day as... you know, what happened to me. How could it be?”

      Sam’s face was wrinkled up in confusion as she thought. I could understand why. It didn’t make sense me either. But I saw what I saw, read what I read, and smelled what I smelled. It was all deliberate, but I had no idea who was responsible or why they were doing it.

      “But it just seems... impossible?” said Sam. Of course she believed me. She was my best friend. But what I was saying didn’t make a lot of sense.

      “I know! That’s what I thought. But there’s more. I didn’t tell you. On the last cruise, someone sent me a postcard again. A ‘Greetings From Arizona’ postcard. Hand-delivered, not sent through the mail.”

      Sam’s eyes went wide as she worked through what I’d told her. She bit her lip in consternation.

      “You’re saying someone on the ship did it?”

      I gave a sad little nod and took another slow in and out breath. A few minutes earlier I’d felt like I was dying, now, impossibly, I was almost back to normal.

      “It has to be someone on the ship. And worse, it has to be someone who’s been on all three of our cruises.”

      Sam’s eyes grew even wider, and she looked over her shoulder as if to check for someone creeping up on us.

      “But who could it be? Who would want to do something like that? It’s sick!”

      It was. I thought that part of my life was over and done with. I’d done my best to forget about it. They say there’s no point in dwelling on the past, but now the past had literally come back to haunt me.

      “Whoever it was must have known about this murder mystery cruise, and sabotaged the diner setting. Who would even have access to that?”

      From outside, I could hear the happy chattering of the guests in the ‘diner’ next door. The smell of the Cincinnati chili seemed to be getting even stronger, though now it had thankfully been joined by the aroma of fresh-baked dinner rolls.

      Sam pulled another armchair around and sat down next to me. She leaned over and took my hand again and gave it another supportive squeeze.

      “You have to tell Ethan about this. All of it. We need help.”

      I began to nod and then a horrible, impossible thought flitted across my mind. I didn’t want to think it. I hated to think it about the tall, handsome first officer. The man I’d been on dates with. The man I was closest to on this whole ship. The man who was also one of the most powerful and influential.

      “Sam. I... I don’t want to tell him.”

      She furrowed up her brow in consternation, but when she saw the look on my face her gaze fell and her features softened.

      “Oh.... oh.”

      Ethan was one of the people I trusted the most on the ship. He was strong, capable, honorable, and trustworthy. At least, that’s the impression I had of him. But if you were the opposite of those things, wouldn’t you try and give the impression that you were anyway? Had it all been an act? Was I a fool?

      “What are we going to do?”

      After another long, slow breath I looked her in the eyes.

      “Maybe I should quit. Leave it all behind. Whoever it is seems to want to keep tormenting me, and I’m a sitting duck here. There’s nowhere to escape to. And maybe they won’t stop at just leaving little reminders for me like this. Maybe next time it’ll be something worse.”

      Sam tried to suppress a shudder but I could see it anyway. It’s hard to hide your feelings from your friends.

      The door to the lounge swung open with a whoosh of air and a draft blew across the room. We both looked up sharply to see who it was.

      “Yo! What’s going on?”

      Cece swaggered into the room, still in her housekeeper’s outfit. I caught Sam’s eye, giving her a little shake of my head. I didn’t want her to tell anyone. Not even Cece. I needed to know what I was going to do before we told anyone else.

      “Adrienne?” said Cece with concern when she looked at me properly. I must have still looked pale, and no doubt Sam and I had serious-as-death looks on our faces. “Are you okay? Someone said you fell over.”

      “I felt really ill all of a sudden. I think it must have been something I ate. It was like a wave of dizziness. But I’m feeling much better now.”

      Cece came over and looked at me with concern.

      “You’re working too hard. It’s the stress, not the food. What happened this morning... it can affect people in different ways.”

      I could have pointed out that it was hardly the first dead body I’d seen, and I hadn’t had the same reaction before. But then I remembered I was trying to keep what had happened a secret.

      “Yeah, that’s probably it. Sorry for scaring you, Sam.”

      She squeezed my hand hard enough for it to hurt. But it was a good hurt.

      “Hey, we look out for each other.” Sam looked up at Cece. “How’d you like your scene earlier?”

      Cece grinned. “It was awesome! I should have been an actress, don’t you think?”

      We all shared a good-natured laugh.

      “Sure. You’d be a great actress,” I told her.

      She gave a smug I know look and a nod. Then her expression became more serious.

      “I’ve got something to show you though.”

      “Oh?” said Sam.

      I just raised my eyebrows. Although I was much better, I was still working on my breathing.

      “Check this out,” she said, reaching under her apron and into the black dress we’d borrowed from Harley. Like my blue gown, the black dress also had a big, largely ornamental pocket on the front. Cece pulled out a folded piece of paper from within and opened it up.

      “What’s that?” I asked her.

      “It’s a note. I found it in the dress. Take a look.” She handed the paper over to me.

      Sam leaned over while I looked at it. It was handwritten, in dark black pencil by someone who pressed down far too hard while they wrote. And the writing looked very familiar.

      “Meet me in the library so we can talk,” I said, reading the words of the letter out loud.

      “Felicity wrote that, right?” asked Sam.

      “Yep. It’s her writing, and the same pencil she used in that notebook.” I stared at the paper, letting the meaning of it all sink in.

      “Guys? We’ve got to take this to Ethan. I think we just found our killer.”
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      We were waved into Ethan’s office immediately. It was almost like he’d been expecting us.

      “Adrienne!” he called as soon as we entered. He was standing right by the door and looked like he’d been pacing up and down. “Cece, Samantha,” he said with a nod when he noticed the other two trailing behind me.

      Ethan took me by the shoulders and peered at my face as if expecting it to have three eyes. “Are you okay? I heard you fainted.”

      In my excitement over the finding of the note, I’d almost forgotten about my panic attack. Half an hour earlier I’d thought I was dying, but now it had completely slipped my mind. It’s funny how the brain works. But the new evidence we’d found was much more important than a panic attack.

      “Oh, yes, I’m fine now. Must have been something I ate. We—”

      He shook his head. “Doesn’t sound like food poisoning to me. If it was, you’d still be sick. You wouldn’t just faint and then be up and about again.”

      “Right. Must have been something else then. What we—”

      “Adrienne!” Ethan interrupted me to make sure I fully got his scolding mother lecture. “Your health is important. If you fainted for no good reason, then you have to see a doctor about it. It could be something serious. I mean it.”

      He was making it very difficult for me to tell him about the new evidence.

      “Look, it wasn’t the food, all right? If you must know, I had a panic attack. I was just overwhelmed by everything, you know? The death, my new job, all the people depending on me to produce a good murder mystery...”

      Ethan released his hold on my shoulders, frowned, and paced across the room.

      “I still think you need to go and see a doctor.”

      I made a non-committal mmhmm in agreement, just to get him to let me continue with the actually important stuff. “Right. Will do. Very soon.”

      “We’re here about something else,” said Cece loudly.

      She gave me a funny look when she said it. I’d also told her I’d had food poisoning. I felt bad about having lied about the panic attack. But it was embarrassing, and I didn’t want to explain what had brought it on. Though being forced to run this big event and having to deal with a murder was probably excuse enough, without having to reveal everything else.

      “What have you found?”

      Cece pulled out the letter which she had placed back in her dress and held it up.

      “Cece found that letter in the dress. It’s not her dress. She borrowed it from Harley.”

      “Right,” said Ethan, nodding that he understood. “And what does it say?”

      We showed him the note, and he read it slowly, a serious look on his face. He took it out of Cece’s hands, turned it over a couple of times, and even held it up to the light to see if it would reveal any more secrets. It didn’t.

      “So. What do you think this means?” he asked us.

      “Harley must have killed Felicity!” said Sam with a slight tone of annoyance.

      “She must have gone there that night, something happened—or it was premeditated—and Felicity ended up dead,” said Cece.

      “It’s got to be what happened,” I said firmly. “Harley must have found something out about Felicity that put her in her sights.”

      Ethan leaned back against his desk, looking at the three of us. “You were quite convinced that Edward was the killer before.”

      I nodded. “That’s where the evidence pointed. But how about this?” I put my hands on my hips confidently. “What if Felicity told Harley about Edward’s plan to kill her—but Harley wouldn’t believe her? She was having none of it. So in a rage at a ‘false’ accusation against her darling husband, she killed Felicity.”

      Ethan frowned in thought. “So now you think Edward is planning to be a killer, and Harley actually is a killer?”

      “Have you got a better explanation?” asked Cece defiantly.

      “I don’t know,” said Ethan, shaking his head. “It’s possible, but I think perhaps we’re jumping to conclusions? Maybe Harley never even met Felicity that night. Maybe they did meet and the death happened later.”

      “That would be some coincidence,” said Sam.

      It was nice having both of my friends support my theory. Though now that Ethan was poking holes in it, I wasn’t entirely convinced I had it completely right. It did still seem to be the best explanation we’d found so far though.

      “And anyway,” I said firmly, “the killer must have been someone who was familiar with our murder mystery plot—and Harley and Edward are more familiar than anyone. Apart from them, almost no one knew the way the murder was going to be committed.”

      Ethan pushed himself off the desk. “The note does mean that Harley was at least planning to meet with Felicity that evening, so I do think I’ll ask her about it. I don’t think we should rush to think that makes her the killer though. Let’s just wait and see what she has to say about it, okay?”

      We all nodded and mumbled in agreement.

      “You did find that script by the pool, too,” said Samantha, to me.

      “What’s that?” asked Ethan.

      “That pool boy, Shaun Anderson, found a copy of the script on the pool deck. Someone had been reading it there. But it wasn’t where Edward and Harley were sitting.”

      “So at least one other person knew the details of the fake murder?”

      We all shrugged.

      “Maybe. If they read that far. And maybe it was just Edward’s copy and he dropped it or something,” I said.

      “Then I think the best thing is for me to ask Harley and Edward, very nicely, if they could tell me about the note, and whether they handed out any other copies of the script. Does that sound reasonable to everyone?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said. My earlier post-anxiety-attack vision of Harley immediately clapped in irons didn’t seem likely to happen in the immediate future now, but perhaps that was for the best. Ethan had pointed out a few possible holes in our theory.

      “Okay, I’ll see if I can go and find them. Adrienne, do you want to wait here?”

      I nodded, pleased that I was going to get to see the interrogation. Well, polite questioning is what it would probably turn out to be.

      “I think I’m about due for second dinner,” said Cece. “That chili wasn’t for me.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t even try it,” said Sam. “I’ll join you.”

      I rubbed my own tummy. I hadn’t eaten any either. Then I remembered I was supposed to be eating with Ethan that night. Perhaps that was why he asked me to stay in his office, so that we could go and eat straight after.

      Ethan opened his office door.

      “Ladies,” he said, smiling toward Sam and Cece. They both grinned back at him as they filed out ahead of him.

      “Be back as soon as I’ve tracked them down. Make yourself comfortable.”

      As soon as the door was closed behind them, I stretched luxuriously and looked around the room with fresh eyes.

      You can really have a proper look at a place when you’re not busy trying to impress someone.

      Slowly, I strolled around the room, running my hands across wooden and brass surfaces.

      On the desk there was a plastic bag, a small one. Curiously I peered at it. I didn’t mean to pry, or peek, but it was just sitting there. Staring at me.

      And he’d told me to make myself at home, right?

      If I was at home and there was a plastic bag on my desk, and I didn’t know what was in it, I’d definitely have a look at it.

      Anyone would, wouldn’t they?

      Tentatively, as if it might bite or explode, I poked at the bag. I didn’t open it right away; that’d be prying. I just kind of let my finger go through the air near the opening at the top. My finger just happened to push the bag open a little.

      I leaned over the desk, peering down into the opening of the bag. Inside, I could just about make out the shape of a wooden box.

      The box shouted at me open me, open me. Not in words, you understand, but in its action. Or its lack of action. Its attitude. There’s nothing more annoying than an unopened box when you don’t know what’s inside.

      Before I could stop myself, my hand had sneaked into the bag and withdrew the small wooden box. Surprised at myself, I held it in the palm of my hand and stared at it.

      It was a dark wood, and looked old. There was a small brass latch on the front that looked like it wanted to be opened. I obliged it.

      When the clasp was undone, I gently opened the box.

      “What the heck?” I said to myself under my breath.

      I stared at the contents of the box, almost disbelieving what I was seeing.

      I twisted it around in the air, so that I could examine it from all sides.

      Nope.

      I wasn’t mistaken.

      I was definitely seeing what I was seeing.

      But it didn’t make any sense.

      There, laid out in a little velvet holder inside the box, was a gold ring with a small but beautiful diamond.

      The question was: what was Ethan doing with a gold ring on his desk?

      It couldn’t, couldn’t be for me. We’d barely dated.

      It had to be for someone else.

      Trying and failing not to be disappointed, annoyed, or upset, I closed the box, put it back in the bag, scrunched up the top of it again, and then angrily slumped into one of the sofas to wait for his return.

      “First Officer Hot Stuff? More like First Officer Playboy,” I muttered sullenly under my breath.
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      I sat there stewing while I waited for Ethan to return.

      I wasn’t going to ask him about the ring. Of course I wasn’t. I shouldn’t have looked at the bag on the desk anyway; it was none of my business.

      Maybe he’d found it.

      Maybe it was lost property.

      Maybe he had a girl in every port.

      I punched my knee in annoyance, which achieved almost nothing.

      “Ow,” I muttered to myself.

      The door to the office flew open sending a gust of air across the room. The heavy door swung back and thumped into the rubber stoppers on the wall behind it.

      “Adrienne,” said Ethan urgently as he walked in quickly, a serious look on his face.

      “What?” I asked, doing my best not to narrow my eyes at him.

      “Harley’s gone missing. Edward says they were together on the way to the diner scene, but then she stopped and went to do something. He can’t remember seeing her since. Did you see her in the diner?”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t remember. I didn’t really get a good handle on who all was there. I wasn’t feeling well. She’s really missing?”

      “Edward certainly seems to think so. He was looking for me to tell me when I ran into him in the conference suite.”

      “She’s definitely not in the diner?”

      “Nope. It’s cleared out. Housekeeping are in the diner and the lounge now, cleaning. Harley isn’t there, and she isn’t in her room, and she’s not answering her phone. Edward says she always answers her phone. A hundred percent of the time.”

      Sounded to me like he was doing a good job of pretending to be concerned. It wasn’t the time to make accusations though. We needed to find her.

      I stood up from the sofa, thinking fast.

      “We need to get all the mystery guests together. See if any of them know where she’s gone.”

      “How?” said Ethan with a frown.

      I gave him a small smile. “I can do that. I can send a group message to all the participants’ phones and emails. We’ll get them to all meet in the lounge.”

      He shook his head. “Housekeeping.”

      “Then...” I thought quickly. The only other space we had outside the conference suite was the pool deck. “We’ll get them all to come back to the pool deck. Can you get the floodlights turned on there?”

      Ethan nodded. “Good thinking. You send out the messages—I’ll make sure the lights are turned on and talk to them as they arrive. See you there when you’re ready.”

      Ethan left before me while I tapped away on my phone, quickly sending out messages to everyone. When I was done, I hurried out of the office, without even giving the plastic bag containing the ring a second glance. That had been shoved to the back of my mind for now. There would be time enough to figure that whole mess out later.

      Now I had to either save Harley’s life, or possibly get her arrested for murder.
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      When I got to the pool deck, there was nervous chatter going on amongst the passengers. I’d been worried they would think it was another scene for our mystery, but the fact that Ethan had been speaking to them had persuaded them that this was no drill. We really were missing someone.

      I looked around for familiar faces, pleased to see Cece and Samantha had abandoned their dinner plans to join in. I hurried over to them.

      “Any sign of Harley?” I asked them.

      “Nope,” said Cece with a single shake of her head. “No one’s seen her.”

      “She’s just disappeared,” said Samantha.

      “Keep asking around. Let’s try and speak to everyone. Someone must have seen her since Edward saw her last.”

      Unless of course Edward was the last person to see her because he killed her. We were all thinking it, but we wouldn’t say it. Not yet. Not until other possibilities had been exhausted.

      I spotted Mary Mead, the beginner writer, looking around as if confused.

      We didn’t even bother to exchange greetings, but just got straight down to business.

      “I can’t understand it,” said Mary with slumped shoulders and sad eyes. “We were supposed to meet for coffee at the Boulevard Café after the diner scene was over. But she didn’t show.”

      So Harley had plans. That was at least a little bit more information.

      “When was the last time you saw her?”

      “It was after the housekeeper scene. We were chatting, and she said she was going to give me all of the details of Edward’s agent. She was going to give me some tips on how to approach him. But she never showed up.”

      “Did you see her between the scene with the maid and now?”

      “No, I didn’t. I don’t know where she’s got to. I’ll keep looking.”

      I patted her on the shoulder and sent her on her way. As a first-time author, she’d no doubt been excited to get the chance of an introduction to a top literary agent, but now she looked like she’d been stood up for a date.

      Ethan and Edward were around the other side of the pool. They both looked far too pale underneath the bright white floodlights that lit the area. It was usually closed off and dark at night, and with this lighting I could see why.

      I made my way around and hovered nearby, listening but not participating yet. If there was a good opportunity, I’d jump in.

      “...after the unfortunate incident earlier, with the girl who was supposed to be running it all, she was quite out of sorts.” Edward was speaking in a low, almost dispassionate voice. I dug my fingernails into my palms while I concentrated on listening. Was he dispassionate because he didn’t care about her? Or was that just the way he was?

      “And she didn’t say anything about going anywhere?” asked Ethan.

      Edward shook his head. “No. She was just popping back to the room to get something. I don’t know what. Maybe her notebook that she’d been writing clues in. Something like that.”

      “And she never showed up to the diner?”

      He shook his head. “No, she never did.”

      I stared at Edward. There was something wrong. Not in the way he was speaking, but in the way he looked. It took me a moment to put my finger on just what it was. When I finally realized what it was, I let out an “Oh!” in realization.

      Ethan and Edward turned to look at me, both just now realizing that I had sidled up to them.

      “Nothing yet?” I asked them.

      “No,” said Ethan, giving me a questioning look.

      I shook my head and hurried away.

      The thing that had caught my attention about Edward was that he didn’t have his cane. He always had his brass-handled cane with him. But not this time. What did it mean?

      Walking around the pool, I almost bumped into Greg, who thankfully was no longer wearing his diner chef uniform. The last thing I needed was another panic attack.

      Instead of the chef’s outfit, he was dressed in some orange jeans and a white flannel button-up shirt with a gold chain around his neck. There was no time for formalities, so I just jumped right in.

      “When was the last time you saw her? Did you see her in the diner at all?”

      Greg shook his head. “Nope. I saw her just before though. I popped back to my room before I did my scene, and she was walking away from the diner then.”

      “Where was she going?”

      He put his palms face up. “I don’t know. You know me. I don’t go out of my way to talk to the guests.” He paused as if in thought. “Not the annoying ones, anyway.”

      “Thanks anyway. Edward says she was going back to her room to get her notebook or something. I guess that was when you saw her.”

      “Yeah. What about forming some search parties? It’s pretty dark down here. Maybe something happened to her and she’s unconscious somewhere.”

      I nodded uncertainly. What could happen to a young woman to leave her unconscious? Then I remembered my own panic attack earlier. While it hadn’t knocked me unconscious, it had certainly disabled me for a while. If it hadn’t been for Sam talking me through it, how much worse could it have gotten?

      “Okay, good idea. I’ll tell Ethan.”

      Before I could look for the first officer, a familiar voice greeted me.

      “Hi, Adrienne! It looks like everything’s going great!”

      Kelly Cline the cruise director was walking and talking at the same time as she approached, with one hand raised in a wave and a beaming smile on her face.

      I shook my head at Kelly.

      “No, it’s not. One—”

      She raised her right index finger to her lips.

      “I can see a successful event when I see one. You’ve really got these guests worrying! It’s like they forgot all about the thing this morning.”

      “Kelly,” I said, firmly. “One of our guests is missing.”

      She rubbed her hands together in a rapid motion like she was warming them on a cold day. “Awesome! It sounds really exciting. Can I join in?”

      Grabbing her shoulders, I looked down into her eyes. “This isn’t part of the event.” I wanted to shake her but settled for just a tight shoulder-squeeze. “One of our guests is really missing, and I’m worried about her. We’ve got to search for her!”

      I could see Kelly processing what I’d said. First, she was about to congratulate me again on such an exciting event, but then before she could, her face scrunched up in thought. Finally, her eyebrows shot up and her jaw dropped open.

      “Do you mean—”

      “Yes,” I said with a nod. “This is bad, not good. I’ve got to speak to Ethan Lee now.”

      “Oh, shoot,” said Kelly to herself as I left her, shaking her head and frowning in consternation.

      The first officer had finished talking to Edward Dane and was walking toward me at the same time as I was approaching him.

      “Adrienne. I want them to make groups and search the outside decks. Tell them to look in every shadow, behind every planter, under every pile of pool noodles.”

      That’s what I was going to say! But I couldn’t tell him that now, I’d look ridiculous.

      “Okay, on it. Anything else?”

      He shook his head. “I’m getting the spotlights turned on. You know. Just in case.”

      I nodded with a grimace. The spotlights would go out over the ocean to the sides of the ship and in our wake, looking for people—or bodies—in the water. Of course the diner scene had started over an hour prior, so even if Harley had ended up in the sea, there was little chance of spotting her now. Not that I would say that.

      As I clambered up onto a sun lounger, I wondered idly how many times I’d repeated that action. Perhaps I should tell Swan to get some kind of platform, stage or podium set up, I pondered. Or maybe I should climb up into the lifeguard’s high chair next time.

      “Everyone! Can I have your attention please! We’d like you to form pairs or small groups, and begin to search…”

      After I’d explained what had to be done, there was a murmuring of agreement from everyone, and they swiftly began to disperse around the ship. Worryingly, they seemed just as excited about this as they did the murder-mystery. It was like it was all a game to some of them.

      Walking over to the nearest railing, I peered out into the ocean. During the day, the water was a brilliant azure blue, but at night, it was black as tar and looked as chilling as it must feel.

      Even when the spotlights shot out over the water, all they did was highlight the inconceivable vastness of the ocean. No one could survive out there.

      I was still staring out to sea five minutes later when the cries began to ring out.

      “Here! Over here!”

      “We’ve found someone!”

      My stomach dropped with the next cry.

      “Oh my goodness! She’s dead!
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      When I arrived at the source of the screaming, there were half a dozen people gathered around a large planter, similar to the one Shaun Anderson had been hiding behind earlier. That seemed so long ago now.

      “She’s not dead,” said an exasperated voice. It took me a moment to place it, then I realized it was Oliver McGinty the bookseller. “She’s been hit on the head, but she’s breathing.”

      With only a modicum of relief, I pushed my way through to the front. There, on the deck was Harley Dane. A low moan emanated from her mouth, confirming for me that not only was she alive, but she was waking up.

      “Don’t move her!” I looked over my shoulder to see Dr. Ryan Wilson, the handsome young ship’s doctor. “Let me examine her!”

      I moved out of the way and helped clear some room for the doctor.

      “Move that planter back!” I said loudly.

      Oliver McGinty and Ethan grabbed the far side of it, dragging it away from Harley and the doctor to make some more room.

      With a loud scraping noise that incongruously made me worry for the surface of the deck, the planter containing a small tree and several fragrant bushes was moved four feet back.

      Something caught my eye.

      While the doctor focused on Harley, I stared at something that had been revealed by the moving of the planter. Something that had been underneath it.

      “Look,” I said, nudging Ethan.

      He took his eyes off of Harley for a moment to examine what I was pointing out.

      “Is that...?”

      Trying not to disturb Dr. Ryan, I skirted around him and stared down at the deck.

      “Yep,” I said to Ethan. “It is. It’s Edward Dane’s cane. And the head of it is bloody.”

      Looking up, I scanned the crowd. Edward was by the front, hovering over the doctor. He stared at me with wild eyes.

      “No!” he shouted. With a panicked look, his head turned left and right as if looking for an escape route.

      But he was too slow.

      “Grab him!” I shouted.

      Ethan took him by the arm. “Mr. Dane? I’d like to have a word with you once the doctor has finished helping your wife.”

      “But... I...” Edward looked around. Everyone was staring at him. He slowly closed his mouth. He didn’t want to speak in front of the crowd.

      “She’s got a nasty head wound, but her breathing is stable,” said Dr. Ryan. He stood up from his crouch. “Could I get some help moving her to sickbay?”

      Shaun Anderson stepped forward. “I’ll help, sir.”

      First Harley was carried away, and then Ethan and Edward left together. Ethan hadn’t handcuffed him, but I supposed there wasn’t far that he could run to on a ship like ours anyway.

      I leaned back against the wall of the ship, exhausted. I felt someone nudging my side.

      “Come on,” said Samantha. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Sam stood up straight, and addressed the throng of guests. “You should all go back inside the ship and try and enjoy the rest of your evening. We’ll see you in the lounge tomorrow morning at 9 a.m. sharp. Goodnight everyone!”

      Ignoring the questions and chatter, I let Sam lead me inside.

      What a day.
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      I woke up late the next morning, the panic attack and everything else seeming to have taken quite a toll on me.

      “Addy! Addy! Wake up. Time to go to work!”

      Thanks to Sam I wasn’t late, but it meant I didn’t have a chance to speak to Ethan about what he had learned from Edward Dane, or check on the status of Harley.

      Sam had let me sleep in, so I completely missed breakfast, just as I had dinner the night before.

      The dinner date Ethan and I were supposed to have hadn’t happened. He’d sent me an apologetic text message. Of course I hadn’t been surprised; in fact, I’d already put on my pajamas by the time it arrived. I zonked out a few minutes after acknowledging his message and I’d been dead to the world ever since.

      With my head feeling like my brain had been half replaced with cotton wool, and feeling like I’d slept for a month instead of a mere nine hours, I made it to the lounge in the conference suite with barely a minute to spare before we were supposed to begin.

      Thankfully, Greg was there with a food cart, upon which, in pride of place in the center, was a giant urn of coffee. I grabbed what would no doubt be the first of many cups and then pulled out my schedule to check what it was we were supposed to be doing.

      Sam was there with me, but Cece wasn’t. She was doing her ‘real’ job, working for housekeeping.

      “Everyone?” I had to force myself to speak loud enough to get the attention of our guests. “This morning is an important part of our event. You’re going to get the chance to trade clues with other guests, and check your progress. You should find some instructions in your envelopes. Good luck.”

      There was a brief smattering of applause for my half-hearted speech, and the guests eagerly began to mingle and chatter with each other.

      From listening in, it seemed that at least half of them were talking about the wrong murder mystery though. Edward and Harley Dane seemed to be the most popular topic of conversation. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the power to stop their gossiping. All I could do was encourage them to do the activity as we’d planned.

      I walked around the room to give the appearance that I was mingling, while actually trying not to engage with anyone. With my head feeling like an untuned television, I wasn’t in the mood to socialize.

      Near the back of the room, I found someone else in seemingly the same situation. Mary Mead was sitting at a high-backed chair along the back wall, with her envelopes and clues resting on her knees. She seemed to be staring out vacantly across the room, while she fiddled absentmindedly with her Celtic necklace.

      There was a chair next to her, and since she didn’t look like she’d be too much hard work to chat with, I wearily sat down next to her.

      “Can’t you focus today?” I said, nodding toward her envelope.

      Mary looked down and shrugged. “Oh, I think I figured it all out already.”

      “Really? Are you sure?” It didn’t seem likely to me, as there were still a couple of big clues to go before they should be able to work out who our murderer was in the event.

      “I think it’s because I’m a murder mystery writer myself. I’ve spent so long studying them that I can usually figure them out right away.”

      “Amazing,” I said, mildly impressed. Only mildly, because I didn’t know whether Mary actually had the right answer—and the right reasoning—yet. I just had her word to go on.

      “I feel so sorry for Harley,” said Mary with a sad shake of her head. I began to think that perhaps she hadn’t solved the mystery, but in fact like many of our other guests she was more focused on the real life happenings aboard the ship than the mystery we were supposed to be solving.

      “It’s an awful, awful thing to have happened,” I said in agreement.

      Mary picked up her clue envelope and began to tap it against her leg idly, as if in thought.

      “You know, Edward was going to introduce me to his literary agent. I thought this was it, you know? It was going to be my big break—an introduction from one of the greatest living mystery writers. But now it turns out he’s a murderer. Guess I’ll have to make my own connections.”

      I gave her arm a squeeze. “I’m sure you don’t need his help anyway. If you just keep at it, you’ll make it on your own.”

      Mary looked down sadly.

      “I guess so.”

      The door to the lounge swung open quickly enough to draw my eye to the sudden movement. I was surprised to see Cece hurry in, and then stop to scan the room, looking for someone.

      “Good luck, Mary,” I said.

      I stood up so Cece could see me.  Her eyes locked on me. I was right; it was me she was looking for. My friend hurried over.

      “It’s Harley. She’s awake.”

      “How do you know?” I asked. “Weren’t you working?”

      “Working on Dr. Ryan,” she said with a wink. “Come on!”

      After apologetically asking Sam to handle things in the lounge, I hurried after Cece to sickbay.

      What would Harley have to say about the events of the night before?
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      Cece and I hurried through the ship to the sickbay. As it wasn’t a part of the ship that passengers visited for pleasure, it was located in an internal section without any outside views or windows. All the prime locations were given over to the cabins and the entertainment areas of the ship.

      When we entered, the receptionist recognized us, or at least Cece anyway, and waved us through to the back where the treatment rooms were.

      It was also where Felicity Bull would be stored. I tried not to think about that though. The thought of the unlikeable woman shoved in a cold drawer and stored until we returned to port was more than unsettling, though at least Ethan had locked up the killer, Edward Dane, the night before.

      There were footsteps behind us as we entered. I had a quick look and saw Ethan Lee hurrying in. I wanted to know what he’d got out of Edward, but there was no time for that. We’d hear what Harley had to say first.

      “This way,” said Cece and I quickly followed her to a door labeled Treatment Room 3.

      When we entered, Harley, propped up with pillows, was sitting up in bed with a big white bandage wrapped all around her head. If it weren’t for the massive bundle of white cloth wrapping her head, it would have been hard to tell she was injured. Her eyes were alert and alight with anger.

      Dr. Ryan Wilson was standing nearby and he looked rather uncomfortable, but pleased to see us. I guessed his patient wasn’t exactly a model of patience and understanding.

      “Harley, how are you feeling?” I asked.

      “I have a headache and I’m angry. Don’t you have any security aboard this ship?”

      Ethan and I exchanged glances. I didn’t know what he’d learned from Edward so I figured it was time for me to take a back seat. He could handle her for the moment.

      “I am in charge of security on the ship,” said Ethan. “We do our best, but we can’t keep everything and everyone under surveillance the entire time. It’s not the atmosphere that Swan likes to encourage aboard its ships. We have…”  Ethan stopped himself from saying your husband “…the perpetrator in the brig though.”

      I liked the way Ethan avoided stating that it was Edward he had locked up. It would surely make the atmosphere uncomfortable.

      “You caught her?” said Harley with a surprised sniff.

      Ethan and I exchanged curious glances.

      “Her?” I ventured.

      “Yes, that woman with the hat,” said Harley.

      Approaching her, I gently took her arm. She was still confused.

      “Harley, it wasn’t a woman. It was a man. It—”

      “No, it wasn’t. I remember quite clearly. Now what man are you talking about?”

      “Your husband,” said Ethan. “You were hit over the head with his cane.”

      Harley shook her head. “Was I? So what? She must have stolen his cane to try and frame him.” She paused with a frown on lips. “You’re not... you’re not saying you’ve put Edward, in the brig, have you?”

      “All the evidence pointed toward him having done it,” I said somewhat defensively. I wasn’t sure if it was in defense of me or Ethan.

      “You must release him at once. At once! It wasn’t him!”

      Harley had pushed herself up into an even straighter position and her cheeks were rapidly becoming redder and redder.

      “Mrs. Dane, could you please tell us your version of events? Then I’ll see to your husband immediately.”

      Ethan was good with words. He didn’t say he was going to release Edward, only that he would ‘see to’ him. That gave him options. Surely once we’d explained to Harley what we had found, she would understand why her husband had to be detained.

      Harley flicked her eyes back and forth over me and Ethan. I noticed that Cece and the doctor had slipped out of the room. It looked like poor Dr. Ryan Wilson had already suffered some of her ire and he and Cece had decided to avoid any more of it if they could. Or maybe it was just an excuse to spend some time together.

      “It was that woman. The one with the big hat. The one who works with the food.”

      Ethan gave me a questioning glance. He obviously didn’t know who she was talking about.

      “You mean Betty Dwayne. She works in catering.” Ethan still looked a little confused. “At least I think she does. She helped out, taking Felicity Bull’s role in the mystery as well.”

      “Go on,” said Ethan to Harley. His tone was even more serious than it had been before. “Please continue with what you remember.”

      “I saw her, just ahead of me, while I was on my way back to my room to get my notebook. It was a lovely evening and I was getting some fresh air, and she obviously had the same idea—at least that’s what I initially thought. She was the last person I saw. She was ahead of me, then, poof, she disappeared. Not long after…” Harley rubbed at the bandage on her head. “Whack, I was out like a light.”

      “So you didn’t actually see her attack you.” I walked over closer to Harley, and rested a hand on her bed. “You just saw her a minute or two before?”

      Harley took the edge of a white sheet and pushed it down the bed, like she was too hot.

      “I saw her just before I was hit. Who else could it have been? There was no one around.”

      I nodded uncertainly. “Harley. This may be difficult to hear but…”

      I looked at Ethan for guidance, he winced but gave a nod for me to continue.

      “You were hit with Edward’s cane.”

      Harley’s eyebrows raised slightly. She didn’t have the shocked expression I had expected.

      “Oh, you found it then? That’s good. I think he left it on the pool deck. He lost it somewhere yesterday, anyway. That Betty woman must have stolen it.”

      “Your husband also said that he had lost his cane,” said Ethan.

      I stared at him in shock. The Danes’ stories were matching. But if it wasn’t Edward Dane that had hit Harley on the head…

      “Adrienne,” said Ethan calmly, but I could detect an urgency underneath. “A word, a moment?”

      I followed Ethan out of the treatment room and shut the door behind me. We were in a kind of vestibule area, from which the various treatment rooms lead off. I wrinkled my nose at the smell of antiseptic; it was even stronger out here than it was in Harley’s room. They must have just cleaned.

      “What did you say the name of the hat lady in catering was?”

      “Betty Dwayne. I think she’s new.”

      Ethan already had his phone in front of him and was tapping at it urgently. With a shake of his head he shoved it back into his pocket.

      “Adrienne, there is no employee named Betty Dwayne. I was pretty certain there wasn’t, but I just checked.”

      That didn’t make any sense. I certainly hadn’t hallucinated her.

      “Betty’s just a short form, surely. It’s an abbreviation of Elizabeth, isn’t it?”

      “There’s no one with the last name of Dwayne on this ship. I just checked the Swan database too. The only person with the family name Dwayne is a man, and he works for HR at head office.”

      “Oh, no.”

      I tried to process it. What did it mean? Who was this woman and why was she pretending to work here?

      “It looks like we’ve got an impostor on board. Have you seen her today?”

      “I… don’t know. I can’t remember if she was in the lounge when I left.” Frantically, I tried to recall all the faces of everyone I’d seen, but I couldn’t.

      Something came back to me. Something that hadn’t seemed strange at the time, but in retrospect seemed relevant.

      “I think I saw a hat like Betty’s before.”

      “Where?” asked Ethan. I could see from the expression on his face that he couldn’t quite see how it was relevant.

      “It was in… Felicity Bull’s room. After she died.”

      He stared at me for several seconds. I’d just admitted to breaking into a dead passenger’s cabin.

      “I don’t even want to know how you know that.”

      I grinned awkwardly.

      “Come on. Let’s say goodbye to Harley and track down this Betty—or whatever her real name is.”
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      When we arrived at the former cabin of Felicity Bull, Ethan let us in using his master keycard. The door swung open and I peered inside, wondering how the room might have changed. One immediate difference was that there was no longer the smell of corn chips.

      “Someone has definitely been in here.”

      “How can you tell?” Asked Ethan with a frown. We were barely one step inside.

      “Last time I was here, there were a bunch of empty bags of corn chips. They were spread all over the room.”

      “That’s odd,” said Ethan shaking his head. “Felicity had put in a complaint. She said that she was allergic to corn and everything derived from it.”

      “I know. That’s what I thought last time I was here. But I just put it down to her pretending to have an allergy to see how the customer service was in that situation.”

      “Yes, with that woman, I can see why that may have been a thought.” Ethan walked forward while he spoke, carefully looking around the room.

      I looked for the box that Cece had pulled out last time. It had been under the table before, but now it was sitting on the bed, with all the files emptied out over the comforter.

      “Someone’s been here. They’ve been through these files. They were in the box before.”

      Ethan stared down at them but didn’t comment. We continued looking around the room. It was obvious that Betty wasn’t here.

      “I think,” said Ethan carefully. “That we have a stowaway aboard.”

      “A stowaway?”

      Ethan rolled his shoulders back in a stretch. “That’s right. It’s something you have to be aware of when you work on cruise ships. Sometimes people sneak on board, hoping to get a free cruise.”

      “A free cruise, and to murder someone?”

      “That isn’t usually part of their plan.”

      I put my hands on my hips while I thought.

      “I bet Felicity caught her. She found out that this woman had sneaked on board, and so this Betty killed her to keep the secret.”

      Ethan began to pace around the room. He didn’t seem convinced by what I was saying.

      “Yes, that could be what happened.”

      “Do you have any better ideas?”

      It seemed obvious to me.

      Then again, it had seemed obvious to me that Edward was throwing Harley overboard. And it had seemed obvious that Harley was going to kill Edward. And then it had also seemed obvious that Edward had whacked Harley over the head with his cane. Perhaps I shouldn’t be quite so confident. But this time, it really did seem like the most obvious explanation.

      “I don’t know. We need more information. It certainly doesn’t look like this Betty was up to anything good, though.”

      I looked around the room, picturing it first with Felicity resident, and then with Betty after Felicity had been killed. “Imagine sleeping in a dead person’s cabin.”

      Ethan took a step back and seemed to examine the room anew after my comment. He winced, shaking his head as if in disbelief. “Some people.”

      “It looks like she’s gone.”

      “Yes, it does. I’m going to check the security cameras and see if we can’t pull a picture of Betty from one of the feeds, and I’ll get it sent out to my guys.”

      “Want me to send it out to the whole ship? Tell people to be on the lookout for a murderer?”

      I knew his answer before he told me. Swan never likes any bad publicity. And publicly calling for guests to look for a murderer would definitely count as bad publicity.

      “I think we’ll hold off on that for the moment. We’ll alert the staff only, but it needs to be kept quiet. You know what Swan is like.”

      We closed the door behind us with a solid thunk that sounded alarmingly final.

      “I’ve got to go and let Edward out. I think he’s in the clear for now. You should probably get back to the murder mystery.”

      “Yep, Sam will kill me if I’m here much longer.”

      “We’ll do that dinner soon. Right?”

      “Yeah, we’ll do that.” If no more murderers or dead bodies get in the way, I wanted to add but managed to hold back.

      As I walked away, I thought to myself, well, Adrienne, you’ve messed up again. How many different people was I going to accuse of being the murderer on this trip? I wouldn’t get it wrong again. I couldn’t. I’d be the laughing stock of the ship—but worse than that, I’d lose the respect of First Officer Hot Stuff.
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      Sam had handled things admirably while I had been away, and everything seemed to be under control. I got there just in time for the guests to be dismissed for lunch. I slipped between the guests as they were making their exit and caught up with Sam near the back of the lounge.

      “How’d you do?” I asked her as the last of our detectives filed out of the room.

      “Pretty good, but they keep talking about Edward and Harley instead of the murder mystery.”

      I gave her a playful supportive punch on the arm.

      “Yeah, I don’t think there’s much we can do about that. All we can do is put on the best murder mystery we can. If they want to talk about the other goings-on, we can’t stop them.

      “How did you get on?” asked Sam curiously. “Is Harley okay?”

      “Oh, she’s more than okay. She’s feeling much better and she’s pretty mad at being attacked. The only problem is,” I lowered my voice and whispered into Sam’s ear, “it wasn’t Edward.”

      “What!?” said Sam, drawing a number of stares over the shoulder from the last few guests.

      I took Sam by the arm and dragged her right to the back of the room where we huddled in close for a conference. After making sure no one was listening in, I explained to her what had happened that morning.

      “So,” said Sam when I’d covered most of it, “Betty was a stowaway? I didn’t know they even still had stowaways, it sounds so... old-fashioned.”

      “I know, right? And she was sleeping in Felicity Bull’s room after she died. How messed up is that?”

      We companionably agreed that this Betty Dwayne woman was clearly unhinged for hiding in a dead woman’s cabin, and thus, it seemed pretty likely that she was also the cause of Felicity’s death.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” I asked Sam.

      She hmmed in thought for a moment.

      “I think by the pool, yesterday? I don’t really know. For a fake worker, she’s not doing much fake work. She should be fake fired.”

      I laughed, but this was serious. She wasn’t just a stowaway; she was also probably a killer.

      BZZZ.

      Sam looked down at my phone at the same time as me. We both saw what it said on the screen: Ethan.

      “Hot Stuff wants you.” Sam gave me a half-knowing, half-jealous grin.

      “Not as much as that pool boy wants you,” I said with a smirk.

      “Hello?” I answered, before Sam could get me back.

      Ethan didn’t have much to say, but what he did have to say was enough to make me wince.

      “What’s the matter?” asked Sam, after I’d hung up.

      “It’s Edward and Harley. They’re both in Ethan’s office and they want me there too. Could you...” I nodded my head at the lounge to indicate I wanted her to keep things under control while I dealt with the latest fire.

      “Yep, no problem.” Sam patted me on the shoulder. “Good luck!”

      I waved goodbye to my friend as I hurried away. These days, I seemed to spend half my life scurrying back and forth between different destinations on the ship. Who needed to go to the employee gym when you could just run around after passengers and crew all day every day?
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      Harley and Edward were sitting on one side of the pair of sofas in Ethan’s office, while the first officer waited uncomfortably on the other side. The married couple were urgently whispering to each other when I arrived, while Ethan sat with his hands on his knees and a stoic but concerned expression on his face.

      Entering, I caught a lingering trace of the disinfectant smell of the sickbay coming from Harley’s still-bandaged head. Edward’s hand clutched a new cane, a plain wooden one without a fancy brass top. His former one would need to be handed over to the police as evidence.

      “Finally,” said Harley with a glare of greeting when I arrived.

      Edward just raised his chin half-heartedly by way of greeting.

      “Adrienne, so glad you could join us,” said Ethan. He did sound glad to have the numbers evened up.

      “How are you?” I asked Harley. She may have been mad but I could still be polite to them all.

      “I’m fine, no thanks to you. This is all your fault.” While Harley spoke, Edward leaned over and placed a supportive hand on her knee.

      Urgh. It was going to be one of those meetings.

      “Edward and Harley were just explaining to me how they planned to sue Swan cruises,” said Ethan with a frown.

      “Oh,” I said.

      “And me…” continued Ethan. I winced at him.

      “And you,” said Edward, loudly finishing Ethan’s sentence for him.

      Oh great. Wonderful. That’s just what I needed. No doubt I’d get fired on top of it all too. Swan wouldn’t want employees who got sued by the customers and honored guests they were supposed to be looking after.

      “I’m really sorry, you two,” I said to them in my best, most endearing and charming voice. The one I’d used as a child after accidentally eating a slice of cake before the guests arrived, or when Sam and I had accidentally got one of the horses to kick in the living room window—don’t ask.

      Harley was shaking her head already. I idly wondered whether she was supposed to be doing that quite so enthusiastically in her condition. She let her husband do the talking though.

      “It’s unacceptable. It really is. Not only did you accuse me of plotting to throw my wife overboard, you also accused me of beating her over the head with my own cane!” He glared down at this replacement cane, clearly finding it wholly unsatisfactory. Without the brass handle, though, it would make a much less deadly weapon.

      Harley nodded firmly in support of her husband, but let Edward do most of the speaking for them.

      “I mean it when I say I’m really sorry about what happened. Truly, I am. I didn’t mean to cause any problems, or make false accusations. I was just trying to do the right thing.” I was staring down at the floor by the time I finished. What more could I say? I’d messed up and now I was paying the price, and then some.

      Harley sighed and shook her head.

      “Look. You’re young, you don’t know what you’re doing, you’re new at this, and you’re clearly a little... simple.”

      In my head, I got up and smacked her across the face at that.

      In reality, I just sat there nodding. It sounded like she was going to let me off the hook so I’d listen to what she had to say for the moment.

      “Sorry,” I said so softly the words barely came out. Harley didn’t even acknowledge this apology.

      “So perhaps we’ll just sue the company and not you two personally. Right, Edward?”

      “Hmph,” he said in a somewhat agreeable tone. I took it that the strange noise was an affirmative.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” I said. “I really am sorry.”

      With one of many crises now averted, I remembered something. In all the commotion yesterday, we’d forgotten to ask Harley about a rather important question.

      “Harley? I have to ask you something.”

      Ethan looked at me curiously, while Harley lowered her chin and stared at me. “Yes?”

      “In the dress you loaned to my friend—which we’re really grateful for, by the way—she found a note.”

      Harley’s eyes narrowed and her stare made me feel even more uncomfortable than before.

      “Yes?” she said with a voice like granite. If granite could talk, that is.

      “There was a note from Felicity, asking you to meet her the other evening...?”

      “Oh. Oh, I see. I see now.”

      I didn’t.

      “Sorry?” I asked.

      “Oh yes, you will be. You’ll be sorry indeed.”

      “Err,” Ethan interrupted the newly-charged atmosphere, “I think there might have been a little miscommunication here—”

      “Miscommunication? I don’t think so. This girl is accusing me of going to the library and murdering Felicity, aren’t you? Aren’t you?”

      “No!” I felt like crying. But that would have been embarrassing, so I got angry instead. “I did not say that, not at all. We’re just trying to find out what happened. You said that about going to the library and killing Felicity, not me. You.”

      We both glared at each other like two angry cats. I saw Edward put a calming hand on Harley’s shoulder, but she shook it off right away.

      “All you’ve done is make accusations! Against Edward, against me, against this Betty, and now against me again! Scratch what I said before. You’re going to the top of the list. My lawyers are going to eat you alive, missy.”

      “Not if the police arrest you first!”

      “Everyone? Let’s calm down a minute,” said Ethan. Both Harley and I gave him withering looks. Being told to calm down tends to have the exact opposite effect on me. Harley, too, by her expression.

      “Why couldn’t she just answer a simple question without jumping to conclusions?” I asked pointedly.

      “Why can’t she keep her trap shut without accusing everyone and everything of being a murderer every two minutes?” asked Harley just as pointedly.

      “Please, Mr. and Mrs. Dane, I really don’t think Adrienne was making an accusation. She and I both were just wondering whether you’d spoken to Felicity that night, that’s all. There’s nothing more to it than that.”

      Harley did not look convinced. Edward remained in stoic silence, his hand now resting on his wife’s knee in silent support.

      “I can read behind the lines. I know what she was getting at,” said Harley, but her tone was a little more subdued now. “We’re suing all of you. It’s decided.”

      Ethan nodded along. “Of course. That’s your decision.”

      “And for your information, yes, I got her note, but no, I did not go and meet that horrible woman that night. Okay?”

      Harley stood up, grabbing Edward’s hand as she did so.

      “We are going to our cabin now. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t accuse either of us of being murderers again for the rest of this trip. Do you understand?”

      Ethan and I stood up too.

      “Bye,” I said cheerily. Not because I was happy, but because I thought it might annoy Harley. She ignored me as she led her husband out of Ethan’s office by the hand.

      “I’m sorry, Ethan,” I said in a small voice when they’d finally gone.

      He put a hand on my shoulder.

      “Yeah, me too. Sue buddies?”

      I tilted my head at him, not understanding.

      “I mean, being-sued buddies. You and me both. “

      I slowly shook my head, not really believing it.

      “She seemed pretty mad.”

      “Yeah. Perhaps a little too mad, don’t you think?” said Ethan with raised eyebrows.

      “Yeah. And I’m not convinced she didn’t meet with Felicity. She got very worked up about it.”

      Ethan nodded at me. “Yep. I’m writing this all down for my report to be submitted to the police, by the way. I think even if they do decide to go through with it, they won’t have a chance of winning.”

      That cheered me up about one percent.

      BZZZ.

      I looked at my phone. I had a message. Cece and Sam were going for lunch in the big staff mess and they wanted me to join them.

      “Looks like you’re busy,” said Ethan, glancing at my phone.

      “Just lunch.”

      “Try and enjoy it. Don’t worry too much about the Danes, Adrienne. I’m sure once they calm down, they’ll stop all this talk of suing us. And if not, well I’ll be there with you, okay?”

      “Thanks,” I said and I really meant it. “Talk to you later.”

      I left his office despondent. Even with him on ‘my team,’ it didn’t alleviate the worry.
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      When I arrived at the staff mess, Cece and Sam were sitting at one of the orange picnic benches near the entrance to the large, low-ceilinged room, deep in conversation.

      “Hey,” said Sam when sat down next to her. “I told Cece about the stowaway. Anything new?”

      “Not really. Just that I’m being sued.”

      “No way!” said Cece, smacking her hand on the table.

      “Yes way,” I said. “And so’s Ethan. And Swan cruises. The Danes are really mad.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Cece. “They’ll never win. You didn’t do anything wrong.” She hesitated. “Well, nothing too wrong anyway. Nothing they’d win in court over.”

      “Thanks.” I didn’t really believe her but it was nice to hear.

      “What did she say about the note?” asked Cece, leaning forward. The note had been her discovery, and she was keen to see what it had led to.

      “When I asked Harley, she said I was accusing her of killing Felicity, and that she was definitely going to sue me,” I said with a shrug.

      “That sounds suspicious to me,” said Cece.

      “Yeah, she’s being over-defensive,” Sam agreed.

      “Maybe. Or maybe she really is mad at all the accusations.” I didn’t really want to talk about it anymore. “Any thoughts about the stowaway, Cece?”

      “Yeah, I was right.”

      I cocked my head at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t you remember, when you told me about the new catering employee called Betty Dwayne, and I said there was no such person? I was right.”

      “I guess you were.” Another defeat for me. Cece had indeed told me that she’d never heard of the employee. I thought I had one up on Cece for once, knowing a staff member before her. But nope. It was a fake. An impostor.

      “Ooh, do you think she was in the room when we were?” asked Cece, eyes wide with excitement.

      That kind of thing didn’t excite me. I suppressed a shudder.

      “Can you imagine? If she’d been in the room watching us. I think we would have seen her though. It’s not a big room.”

      Cece nodded sadly. “I guess. Hey, do you think she’s working with Harley? Maybe Harley went and killed Felicity so that Betty could have her room.”

      I looked over my shoulder to make sure there were no sneaky Danes listening in.

      “Shhh. If they hear you saying that, they’ll sue you too.”

      Cece laughed. “Good luck. They won’t get much out of a poor housekeeper.”

      The staff mess hall was located under the waterline, far from the passenger facing sections of the ship. That was why it was a big surprise when an angry passenger stormed in.

      “There you are!” said Oliver McGinty loudly as he arrived at our table.

      “Guests aren’t allowed here,” said Sam with a frown.

      “Nuh-uh,” said Cece shaking her head at him in a manner that struck me as vaguely threatening.

      “Can I help you with something?” I asked him. “Are you lost?”

      “I’m not lost. I thought it was you who was lost. You’re never around. Aren’t you supposed to be managing this murder mystery cruise?”

      I dug my fingers into my palms under the table.

      “What’s the matter?” That was about as polite as I was going to get right then.

      “You know what the matter is!”

      We all gave him questioning looks. Clearly, we’d all forgotten.

      “Could you tell us again?” asked Sam.

      “My books!”

      “What about your books?”

      “They’re still in that blasted library! The room that’s locked up. I can’t get them. I need to check on them, and I need to start selling some too! This is a working holiday for me, you know. Part of my arrangement was that I got to sell my books during the cruise. And I can’t sell my books if they’re locked up in that blasted library!”

      “No one’s allowed in there,” said Cece.

      “Yep. It’s all sealed up,” said Sam. “Sorry about that.”

      That made me think of something. An interesting thought. A good thought. Listening to Oliver had given me a good idea.

      “Say, guys?”

      Oliver McGinty and my two friends both looked at me.

      “You know, Felicity Bull’s cabin was locked up after she died. But that Betty was in there. What if...?” I let the rest of the sentence hang in the air and finish itself inside Cece and Sam’s minds. I didn’t want Oliver to know what I was getting at.

      “She’s got to be!” said Sam.

      “I bet she is!” agreed Cece.

      We were in agreement. There was a good chance that our stowaway Betty Dwayne was using the library as her personal cabin.

      “Come on,” I said hurrying to my feet.

      “Excuse me? What’s going on?” said Oliver in confusion.

      All three of us ignored him, leaving him standing red-faced and puffing angrily in the staff mess as we hurried to the library.

      It was time to catch our killer

      For real, this time.
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        * * *

      

      We hurried through the ship, clanging through the lower hallways until we reached the passenger-facing parts of the ship. There, our heavy footsteps turned to dull thumps on the softer, carpeted flooring as we rushed past surprised passengers, staff and crew.

      When we got to the conference suite, it was deathly quiet. The mystery guest passengers were supposed to have lunch in the ship’s restaurants today.

      “How do we get in?” asked Sam when we arrived outside the ‘library,’ panting.

      Cece and I exchanged a glance.

      “Like this,” said Cece, holding up the keycard hanging from her lanyard.

      The red light on the door panel went from green to red, and the automatic lock disengaged with a whirr and a click.

      “It opens every door on the ship,” I said to Sam.

      “Does mine do that?” she asked, frowning down at her own keycard.

      Cece and I both shook our heads.

      “Nope, hers is special,” I explained with a shrug.

      “Ready, guys?” asked Cece, hand on the door, ready to fling it open.

      We looked at each other and nodded. We were as ready as we were ever going to be.

      “On one, two… three!” Cece flung the door open and Sam and I hurried inside.

      There, sitting at the back of the room in an armchair, with her legs propped up on another chair that she had moved for the purpose, was Betty Dwayne, leaning back and relaxing as she read a newspaper. A newspaper from Arizona a year previously, I realized with an angry glare.

      When we burst in, she shot up out of her chair like a jack-in-the-box.

      “Oh!” she cried.

      Seeing us, she started to hurry across the room to circle around us toward the door. I changed my angle of approach, heading straight for her.

      “Stop!” I shouted.

      She didn’t stop. She kept running. So did I. She was older and slower than me, and I easily managed to intercept her, Sam still just behind me. Cece had stayed by the door, blocking it in case she got past Sam and me.

      “Oops!” she said loudly as I crashed into her, winding us both.

      “Oh!” said Betty again as she toppled over. I landed on top of her and pushed down on her arms to stop her from moving. Sam crouched down and grabbed her legs to stop her kicking.

      Cece left her position by the door and hurried over, standing above me.

      “Betty Dwayne,” shouted Cece loudly, “you’re under arrest!”

      I glanced up at Cece as if expecting her to be holding a police badge.

      It was just something about the way she said it. Ludicrously, for a moment, I imagined that my friend was an undercover police officer who’d just been waiting for this moment to reveal herself.

      She didn’t have a badge.

      But she did have such a fierce look on her face that I promised myself I’d make sure never to get on the wrong side of her.

      “Get off me!” said Betty indignantly. “You can’t treat me like this.”

      “Yeah, well, you shouldn’t go around murdering people,” said Sam, who still had an iron grip on Betty’s ankles. “Then we wouldn’t have to.”

      “Maybe we could let her up, and call Ethan.” I said begrudgingly. “She won’t be able to escape if all three of us keep an eye on her.”

      “I can tie her up if you want,” offered Cece. “I know all kinds of knots.”

      I gave her a curious look and then realized that I didn’t want to know.

      “I think we’ll hold off on that for the moment. I’m sure she realizes now she won’t be able to run anywhere with us three here. And she’d still be stuck on the ship anyway.”

      “Don’t try and run! If you do, next time we’ll break your legs,” Cece threatened. She sounded pretty serious.

      I climbed off Betty and Sam released her legs.

      “Go sit in that chair and don’t move.”

      While Betty did as she was told, I called Ethan to tell him that we’d captured Betty.

      In less than five minutes, Ethan was there, two more security officers behind him.

      “Good work,” he said to me.

      We’d spent the time while we waited for Ethan staring at Betty, while she sat silently tight-lipped in the armchair we’d originally found her in. She hadn’t made any further escape attempts.

      When Ethan arrived, we finally started talking.

      “Betty,” I said to her. “Felicity found out you had stowed away, and you killed her. Isn’t that right?”

      “Or maybe you just killed her because you wanted her cabin,” said Cece.

      “Please, you’ve got it all wrong. I didn’t harm anyone.”

      None of us believed her. At least not yet.

      Betty lifted one hand nonchalantly. “You’re right, I’m a stowaway. It’s what I do.”

      “What do you mean it’s what you do? Like a job?” asked Sam.

      Betty shrugged.

      “I like ships. I like cruising. But I can’t afford the rates they charge nowadays, not on my disability allowance.”

      We looked at her skeptically. She didn’t look like she should be eligible for a disability allowance.

      “So,” continued Betty, “I sneak aboard ships. I come in when no one’s looking, find myself somewhere to hunker down, and then just enjoy the ride. Sometimes I try and help out by doing some work.” She looked at me. “Thank you for giving me a chance to help with the murder mystery.”

      I crossed my arms and glared at her. I hadn’t meant to help her out; she’d taken advantage of me.

      “But you have to understand, I’m not a violent person. I’d never hurt anyone. I wasn’t scared of getting caught by Felicity or anyone else.”

      “Why not?” asked Ethan suspiciously.

      “Because what are you going to do?”

      “Throw you overboard,” said Cece threateningly. Ethan reached out a calming hand and squeezed her arm. I didn’t think employees were supposed to subject guests, even illegal ones, to death threats.

      Betty wasn’t scared by Cece’s threats and just shook her head at my friend, an amused smile on her lips.

      “You don’t think this is the first time I’ve been caught, do you? Goodness, no,” she let out a little laugh and a dismissive shake of her head. “No, what usually happens is I get caught, and they put me in the brig, or confine me to an empty cabin, until we return to an American port. They refer me to the police, but I always end up being let go. It’s not like they can sue me for losses—I don’t have anything for them to take away from me.”

      “Don’t you think it’s in bad taste to go into a dead person’s cabin?” asked Ethan with a frown. “And then a crime scene? That’s even worse in a way.”

      Betty shrugged nonchalantly. “The dead don’t care.”

      “Are you sure about that?” said Cece.

      “Well, they’ve never complained to me,” said Betty. “Anyway, this was only the second time I’ve used a dead person’s cabin. It’s not exactly a regular occurrence.”

      “The second time?” asked Ethan curiously.

      She nodded. “Sure. In fact, I think it was this same ship. There was another murder, and I used that guy’s cabin too for a few days. It was lovely. Much better than Felicity’s, or this place.” She looked around the room as if examining it and finding it lacking. “He had one of those VIP staterooms. Lovely bathtub, and the views from the terrace were to die for.”

      I stared at her. She’d used the cabin of one of the previous guests who’d been killed, too! She was unbelievable!

      “So,” she continued, “I think you can see why I wouldn’t have killed Felicity Bull over being caught. It’s a ridiculous suggestion.”

      “That’s a nice story you’re spinning,” said Ethan, “but I don’t buy it.”

      The expression on Betty’s face went dark. She didn’t look like she liked it when people refused to believe her. It was like we were seeing a small glimpse of another, meaner Betty who was hidden underneath her placid exterior.

      “I know for a fact that Swan prosecutes stowaways to the full extent of the law. If you’d been caught on a Swan ship before, you’d have been locked up, and they would have sued you too. I don’t buy that you’re not scared of being caught in the slightest.”

      This jived with my earlier theory that she had killed Felicity because she had found out about the stowing away.

      “Furthermore, we have a witness who says you attacked another passenger,” I added.

      “What? Attacked who?”

      “You know exactly who. Harley Dane. She saw you, so don’t pretend you know nothing about it.”

      “But I don’t know anything about it,” she said. “Do you mean that ruckus last night? That was nothing to do with me.”

      “Zip it,” said Cece. “You’re caught, now fess up and admit it.”

      “I will not,” said Betty angrily. “Never.”

      “I think we’re done here,” said Ethan. He turned to the two security officers he’d brought with him. “Guys? Take her down to the brig.”

      The two young security guards who had accompanied Ethan stepped forward smartly and offered her their arms. She looked at them for a moment like she was considering refusing and forcing them to drag her out, but she relented with a sigh. Betty climbed to her feet, and with the two guards’ arms locked in her own, she was led out of the library.

      “How’d you know she would be in here?” asked Ethan.

      “She liked the dead passenger’s cabin. It seemed logical that she’d use this comfortable room instead, since she obviously had no regard for the dead.”

      Ethan nodded.

      “Okay. I’m going to sort out a formal interview with her. And I suppose I’d better inform the captain that we’ve caught our killer.” He said the final sentence with a tone of weary annoyance, as if he really did not want to have to talk to the captain about anything.

      “Guys?” said Samantha, getting our attention. “We’ve only got five minutes until the final scene.”

      “Oh, cornstalks! You’re right!”

      Cece shook her head at me in disappointment. She’d been trying to persuade me that there were much better words than cornstalks to express frustration, but the nagging voice of my grandmother in my head didn’t allow me to experiment with any of Cece’s words. I shuddered at the thought of it.

      With a feeling of elation that the biggest mystery had been solved, the three of us hurried out the door and across the hallway to the library.

      Without the worry of a murderer on the loose, it would all be smooth sailing from here.

      At least that’s what I thought.
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      The three of us walked into the game room together, all feeling quite pleased with ourselves. We’d caught our murderer, and now all we had to do was wrap up the pretend murder. Then things could go back to normal and I’d finally get a chance for a rest. And a proper meal.

      It looked like a full house in the game room, with all of the mystery guests present. There was one thing that worried me though.

      I nudged Sam. “I’m worried Edward isn’t going to show. He’s supposed to do the big reveal.”

      Sam frowned and nodded. “Right. I know I’m no Edward Dane, but do you want me to take his part if he doesn’t come?”

      I winced and nodded. It really should be Edward, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he was on strike after our earlier altercation.

      “There you are! I am most annoyed. Most. Annoyed,” said Oliver McGinty as he approached me.

      “I’m so sorry we had to leave you earlier. Something very urgent came up.” I lowered my voice so that he would know I was revealing confidential information to him. Making people feel special is a good way to dampen their anger. “We found the person who committed the real crime, partly thanks to what you said.”

      He blinked, a little smile forming on his lips until he forced it down again. “And my books? Does that mean I can get my books now?”

      “Ummm,” I hesitated. “Not quite yet. After this scene, I’ll check with the first officer and we’ll get your books out of there. Today. I promise.”

      He stared at me for several seconds and then offered me a nod of acceptance. That was one more fire put out for now.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      I was near the door and I could hear the approach of Edward and Harley Dane before they arrived. He was using his new wooden cane and seemed to be whacking it on the floor extra hard as he walked, as if testing out its durability.

      I put on my best smile as they entered, trying to look welcoming, apologetic, friendly, and not the kind of person you’d want to sue, all at the same time.

      “I suppose I better do my part,” said Edward.

      “That would be really, really wonderful, thanks,” I said as brightly as I could manage.

      He walked to the center of the room. In this scene, he was to play a police detective, and any amateur sleuth worth their salt should be able to figure out the solution to the mystery by the time he was done.

      Harley stood next to me. Neither of us spoke for a moment. As Edward began saying his lines, Harley offered me a small smile.

      “I think I went a little off the handle at you earlier,” she said, much to my disbelief. “I guess having found Edward’s cane, it wasn’t too unreasonable for you to jump to the conclusion that you did.”

      Hallelujah. It was a miracle.

      “No, it was my fault. I’m sorry, Harley. I should have thought about it more. Just because it was Edward’s cane doesn’t mean he did it.”

      We smiled at each other again, this time a little more fully.

      “I’ve got some good news,” I said to her. “We caught her.”

      “The hat lady?” asked Harley.

      I nodded. “Yep. She was a stowaway, of all things. She hid in Felicity’s room, and then she started hiding in the library. We caught her there just now.”

      “No,” said Harley, gripping my arm in excited surprise. “That’s amazing. Well done, you.”

      I basked in the moment of recognition. I hadn’t received much of anything apart from blame during this cruise so it was good to finally be congratulated on something by a guest.

      “We won’t sue you. Edward really wanted to push it, but I told him I didn’t think we should go after you personally. I mean, after all, it’s not like we need the money, right? He’s rich from his books and I’m... comfortable from my inheritances.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Is Ethan off the hook too?”

      She nodded. “Edward was really irate, though. I think he’s going to still try and get some compensation out of Swan for being locked up overnight.”

      “Well, I think he should get some compensation. We made a mistake and we should pay for it.”

      We both nodded at each other in companionable agreement.

      Edward began to address the room loudly as he played his part of detective, going over a number of the clues that had been dropped in earlier scenes, and setting it up for the grand reveal.

      While I watched, I thought about what Harley said. About how it was Edward who was so keen on suing us. And then what she had said about them both being rich.

      I slowly bit my lip as I thought. Was Edward rich, though? Perhaps he wasn’t. Perhaps he had gambling debts that his wife didn’t know about. That would have been why he was so keen on suing, to get some money to pay off the scary Las Vegas bookie.

      “I think we won’t ever need to worry about money again—not that we do—but even less so,” said Harley with a boastful little smile.

      Don’t you just love it when rich people brag about how much richer they’re getting?

      “Why’s that?” I asked politely. I knew she wanted to tell me.

      “Edward’s new book is brilliant, just brilliant. I read it all last night. It’s about this Celtic goddess who’s a police detective, and—”

      “Oh! You mentioned it before!” I said, interrupting. I didn’t need a recap of an unpublished book I was never going to read.

      Harley beamed at me, pleased that I remembered.

      “I think, and Edward agrees, that the publishers are probably going to have a bidding war over it. It’s just so good, you know?”

      Harley was beginning to annoy me again now. I didn’t want to hear about how wonderful, clever, and rich she and her husband were. It didn’t exactly make me feel good about myself.

      “I’m happy for you. I’m sure it’ll be a big success,” I said politely, turning to watch Edward play his role.

      I managed a good ten seconds of watching the mystery before Harley was tapping me on the arm again. I turned to her with a polite smile, hoping she wasn’t planning to bore me with more bragging.

      Luckily, this time she wasn’t.

      “I was thinking, about this stowaway,” she said, gripping my arm.

      “Yes? Awful business, isn’t it?”

      She nodded quickly but it wasn’t what she was getting at. “I was thinking… I understand why she might have killed Felicity—because she’d been found out. But why in goodness’ name did she attack me?”

      Good question. One I hadn’t yet considered. After a few seconds, it came to me though.

      “I think to frame your husband, I’m afraid,” I told her sadly. “If Edward were blamed for attacking you, suspicion would fall on him for the death of Felicity, too.”

      Harley nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. I mean, suspicion already had fallen on Edward.”

      I gritted my teeth. Suspicion had fallen on Edward because of me.

      Harley and I turned back to watch as Edward came to the closing part of his scene. But while it was playing out, I couldn’t stop thinking about everything. While I’d been certain I’d solved everything before, I was now having annoying, nagging doubts.

      Why was Edward so keen to sue?

      Were his gambling debts relevant? And how come Harley seemed to be unaware of them?

      And did the stowaway really try and murder Harley in cold blood, just to point suspicion on Edward?

      The best I could come up with was maybe. But maybe there was something we were missing, some clue or fact that would explain everything properly.

      Edward finished speaking, and the crowd around him began an enthusiastic round of applause. His character had reviewed all the clues that had been dished out, leaving them on a cliffhanger of who the actual fake killer was.

      I hopped up onto a chair to address the room.

      “Thank you ever so much, Detective,” I said with a nod toward Edward when the room had quieted down. “I would ask all of you excellent sleuths to write down your best guess as to who the real killer was, and what was their motivation. We’ll go through all the answers you have submitted over the last couple of days, and the first person to reach the right conclusion will win a free Swan cruise!”

      There was a loud ooh and aah from the crowd as well as another smattering of applause.

      “And that’s not all! Every correct entry will also receive an autographed copy of one of Edward Dane’s books!”

      There was another happy round of applause.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “Ahem! Excuse me!” said Edward Dane, getting everyone’s attention. “Can I add—I will give a free autographed copy of one of my books to everyone who has taken part, not just those who get the correct answer!”

      There was more cheering and clapping at this happy announcement. Even the losers would be winners.

      It was now up to the guests to put their final solutions to the crime, as well as the motive, into the box.

      “The winner will be announced tomorrow morning, in here! I hope you’ve enjoyed participating in our murder mystery event and you’ll all come and enjoy another cruise with Swan soon.”

      More applause. I could get used to this. It was addictive. I found myself wanting to make another announcement so that I could bask in more adulation, but I didn’t really have anything else to add. Still, there’d be more tomorrow.

      “Well done,” said Sam to me as we stood by the door, waving people out.

      “Excuse me?”

      An older lady with permed hair and pearl earrings was approaching me with a confused smile. According to her name tag, she was called Gladys. I’d seen her around, participating enthusiastically in every scene we had performed, taking meticulous notes, and, blessing of blessings, she hadn’t complained once.

      “Yes?” I said kindly.

      “Are we supposed to put both our answers in the box?”

      I frowned at her. “Both? You’re only supposed to have one killer and one motivation.”

      She looked down at her envelope and frowned at it. “Oh, dear. Which one was I part of?”

      “I’m sorry?” I asked in confusion.

      “Which killing? The big woman or the dummy?”

      Oh no. She thought Felicity Bull’s death was part of the game.

      “Just... just the dummy. Please. Thanks.”

      With a little nod to herself, the lady finished writing on her card, dropped it into her envelope, and popped it into the box.

      When she was gone Sam and I both looked at each other in disbelief.

      How could some people be so clueless?
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      The next morning, the atmosphere was jovial in the game room as the guests gathered for the winner to be revealed.

      Sam and I had gone through all the answer cards the night before to find out who was the winner of the competition. The guests had submitted their best guess at the end of each day, and we were surprised to find that the winner had indeed figured it all out by the end of the second day, not needing the final hints and clues at the end.

      Almost all the guests had figured out the correct culprit by the very end, so in that regard everyone would be a winner, but it was only one person that had figured it all out by the end of the second day and would thus win the free cruise.

      And I hadn’t been surprised at who the winner was.

      “Could you come outside for a moment?” I said to Harley and Edward.

      Harley was being friendly again, but Edward still seemed cold toward me. I suspected he really did want to sue me still, but Harley had put him off.

      “Here, this is the winner,” I said showing the card to Edward. “Look, she figured it out on the second day.”

      He frowned down at it, a look of annoyance on his face.

      “But how’s that possible? Surely there weren’t enough clues given by then. It must have been a guess.”

      I shrugged. “Even if it was a guess, the rules are the rules. The perpetrator and the motive are right—even if it’s a guess, it’s still a winner.”

      Edward muttered under his breath at the injustice of it. He’d worked so hard (I assumed) to put all the clues together, and this person had just jumped ahead and figured it all out without needing all the hints.

      “Shall we?” I said, indicating the door to the game room.

      “Yes, let’s get it over with, then we can really relax for the rest of the cruise,” said Harley.

      “I couldn’t agree more!” I suspected I wouldn’t be given free time after our event was over though. Ethan or Kelly or the captain would no doubt find something for me to do, even if it was just reprising my old role as social media manager.

      We headed back inside. We’d set up a small stage at the back of the room, and I led Edward over there.

      First, I stepped onto the stage, looking out at the expectant amateur-sleuths. Everyone was there. Even the confused little old lady, Gladys, who thought she had solved ‘both’ murders. She and everyone else waited with excited smiles or quietly chatting.

      “Good morning, everyone!”

      They all chanted good morning back to me, like they were students and I was the teacher. It felt quite empowering.

      “Have you enjoyed the murder mystery?”

      “Yes!” shouted everyone.

      Well, almost everyone.

      “No!” said one man.

      I peered out and saw that it was Oliver McGinty. I’d forgotten about his books again. But while I was standing on the stage wasn’t the time to deal with it, so I pretended he’d been joking.

      “Ha, ha, ha!” I said with a fake laugh, which was enough to get the crowd actually laughing at Mr. McGinty. His face blushed and I immediately felt guilty. But the show had to go on.

      “I’d like you all to offer a big round of applause for the famous—and famously talented—bestselling author, Edward Dane!”

      He climbed up onto the stage next to me and bowed to the audience.

      “Not only did Edward write the script for our event, but he also participated. I know you all enjoyed his performance as the detective just as much as I did!”

      The crowd applauded him, and with just the smallest hint of jealousy, I noticed that his applause was louder than mine had been. I didn’t let it show, though.

      Edward beamed at the crowd jovially. “You all did a wonderful job, just spectacular, solving my little mystery. I’m afraid you’re all too clever for me.”

      There was happy laughter at his little joke. The crowd liked being complimented.

      “But there is only one winner. One lucky individual who solved the mystery before anyone else.”

      I noticed that he said ‘lucky’ rather than clever. He clearly didn’t approve of how quickly they’d reached the solution.

      “And the winner is...” Edward made a show of opening an envelope, withdrawing the name, and opening his mouth in surprise, as if he didn’t know who it was already. It was all part of being a showman.

      “... Miss Mary Mead!”

      The crowd erupted into cheers and enthusiastic applause once again.

      “Mary? If you’d like to make your way forward?” I said to the crowd. I spotted her near the back, with a big smile on her face. She began to push her way toward us with a repeated string of sorry and excuse me.

      Edward and I waited on the stage while the applause continued, until Mary finally made her way through the throng and stepped up onto the stage to join us.

      She smiled at us, and then turned to face the crowd and beamed out at them too.

      “Well done, Mary!” I waited for the next round of applause to die down. “You’ve won a fabulous Swan cruise, which you are welcome to enjoy anytime within the next twelve months.” The crowd clapped wildly and Mary beamed out at them. “Could you say a few words to the crowd, and let us know how you figured it all out so quickly?”

      “Wooooooo!” came an exceptionally loud scream.

      I stared out, and when I saw who it was, I couldn’t help but laugh. Kelly Cline had just arrived at the back of the room and was already getting into the swing of things.

      Every day I saw our acting cruise director she seemed to be dressed in a different brightly colored outfit, and this time was no exception: she was wearing a hot pink dress, with a matching headband and heels. She was clapping her hands enthusiastically like it was the best show she’d ever seen.

      “Thank you everyone, thank you,” Mary said to the audience. “I must confess, I had an advantage over the rest of you...”

      She had everyone’s attention, and I could see a few of them were actually looking at her with suspicion, as if she was about to admit that she had cheated.

      “As some of you may have learned, I’m a mystery writer myself. I’ve lived, breathed, eaten, and slept mystery stories for years, and now I write my own.”

      There were more oohs and aahs from the crowd. Edward gave her a sideways look, as if he rather resented her stepping on his toes. After all, he was the writer around here, not her. She hadn’t even been published yet.

      “And that’s why,” continued Mary, “I think I was able to solve it so quickly. It’s in my blood.”

      “I knew it!” shouted the old lady, Gladys, happily. “I knew it was you!”

      Mary smiled down at her.

      “I’d like to thank the Danes for being wonderful hosts and scriptwriters. And I’d like to thank Swan cruises—and their wonderful staff—for all that they’ve done for us.”

      Mary looked at me when she thanked the staff, and I basked in another round of applause.

      “Even though some things had to be re-jiggled due to some unforeseen events, everything worked out splendidly. Thank you, sleuths, and thank you Swan!”

      Mary Mead gave a triumphant bow to the crowd, and then hopped off the stage and melted back into it.

      “Thank you, everyone! I’ve had a blast and I know you have too!” I told them. “You’ll find a table near the door, and Edward Dane will be doing signings and offering you all a free book. Isn’t that right, Mr. Dane?”

      “That’s right! See you all soon! And keep buying my books!”

      There was a great deal of laughter and finally Edward and I got down off the stage. While he went to manage his book signing, I went to snag a coffee from the food cart.

      I felt a smart sting on my arm and looked across to see Cece’s fist and grinning face.

      “Awesome work!” she congratulated me.

      “Thanks,” I said, rubbing my arm. “It all worked out okay in the end, didn’t it?”

      “It sure did. Cocktail time?”

      “Cece, it’s not even lunchtime yet, let alone cocktail time.”

      She let out a sad sigh. “Yeah. And I’ve got to work anyway. Tonight?”

      I nodded at her. “Okay, tonight it is.”

      Finally getting my coffee, I sipped at it while I observed our guests. They’d arranged themselves in a neat line while they waited for Edward to sign their books. I was pleased to note that none of them looked miserable, and from my careful eavesdropping, I didn’t hear any serious complaints.

      Despite the upsets, the event had gone off really rather well.

      Mary Mead was standing near the door, nervously fiddling with her necklace while she examined her freshly-signed Edward Dane masterpiece. Or piece, anyway. I wasn’t as much of a fan of his work as some of the guests, and wasn’t sure any of his books really deserved the term masterpiece.

      Harley was next to Edward, helping him by passing over the books and handling some of the conversation. She was a much better talker than him.

      My eyes flicked across them. Mary. Edward. Harley. Then back again, Harley, Edward, Mary.

      Something was nagging at me.

      Something about what Gladys had said, about figuring it out.

      Something wasn’t right.

      But it took me a while to figure out just what it was.
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      Most of our mystery group had become friendly with each other, and they took the opportunity to use the pool deck, which was still booked for our use, to watch together as we sailed toward port.

      The final stretch up the winding Mississippi River was always an amazing sight, and many of the passengers liked to enjoy it standing outside.

      “Hi!” said in a loud, high voice.

      I smiled at Kelly. She may have made a few goofs during the cruise, but she was a big improvement on the last two cruise directors we’d had. I kind of hoped she was actually going to stick around, even though I’d applied for the job myself.

      “How did you get on during the cruise?” I asked her.

      She shook her head and threw her hands up in the air. “I have no idea! I’ve still got four trillion things to do, but I made it! Yay!”

      I grinned at her. I couldn’t help but smile.

      “Will you be in the same position next cruise?”

      “I have no idea!” she said with such enthusiasm that I was almost envious of not knowing anything. “I should be going back to head office, but who knows? I go where I’m told!”

      “Well, you certainly worked hard on this trip,” I said to her. Actually, I wasn’t sure what the trillions of things she had to keep doing actually were, but she’d certainly managed to seem insanely busy the entire time,

      While Kelly was talking to me, I’d been watching Edward and Harley out of the corner of my eye. They were standing near a railing, looking toward the bank of the Mississippi as we sailed up it, occasionally exchanging a few words with each other.

      “Aha,” I said to myself as I spotted someone.

      “What?” asked Kelly.

      I shook my head. “Oh, nothing. I’ve got to go and talk to a couple of the guests now. See you later, Kelly.”

      “Bye!” she said with a somewhat manic grin, before trotting off around the pool.

      I’d spotted the other person I wanted to talk to: Mary Mead. She’d just exited from the interior of the ship and was staring out at the pool.

      When I reached Mary, I gave her one of my best oh what a lovely surprise smiles, even though I’d been deliberately tracking her.

      “Hi, Mary. Congratulations again!”

      “Thank you. I very much appreciate the prize,” she said.

      “No problem. You did very well to win it. It was very clever of you to piece it all together so quickly. Almost unbelievable.”

      She smiled and nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “Oh, look, I think they want to talk to you, Come on.” I linked my arm with Mary’s and before she knew what I was doing, I was leading her over to Edward and Harley. When she realized where she was going, I felt the briefest pull on my arm, as if she wanted to escape but couldn’t think of a good enough reason to leave.

      “Edward, Harley,” I said as jovially as I could. “You know, Mary was telling me the other day that you were going to introduce her to your agent!”

      Edward gave me a sour look. I could feel Mary shifting uncomfortably next to me. I relished in the awkwardness. I’d created. Only Harley seemed at ease.

      “Yes, Edward, you must. I told Mary you would and you simply must introduce her.”

      Edward looked to his wife, and then to me, and then to Mary. He knew he was trapped.

      “Yes... we’ll arrange something when we return to port.”

      “That’s in about twenty minutes,” I offered helpfully. Edward did not appear to welcome my help.

      “Thank you,” he said gratingly. Harley gave him a funny look but then shook it off.

      “So I heard you finished a book on this trip, Edward. That’s amazing. What’s it about?”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t want to bore you with the details. It’ll be better to wait and read it.”

      “Nonsense. We won’t be bored,” I said to him with a smile. “We’d love to hear about it.”

      “Tell them, Edward! It’s so good!” said Harley, rubbing her husband’s hand in encouragement.

      Harley didn’t wait for her husband to begin explaining, instead deciding to do it herself.

      “It’s about this goddess, who’s actually a policewoman. Or was it the other way around? And anyway, this—”

      There was a sudden jerk on my arm but I’d been ready for it. The game was up.

      “Let me go!” shouted Mary.

      “No!” I shouted back at her.

      But I couldn’t keep my word. Mary suddenly kicked me in my left shin.

      “Ow!” I screeched and bent down to grab my leg. As I did so, Mary started to run away but I reached out and grabbed her ankle causing her to tumble over onto the deck.

      “What on earth…?” said Harley, staring down at Mary and me. She hesitantly reached out a hand, but then withdrew it, not knowing which of us to help.

      “Stop her!” I shouted. But she wasn’t going anywhere with me holding onto her ankle.

      Mary twisted and turned over, and then used her free leg to kick at my hand. She connected hard, and I yanked back my own hand. Mary stood up and I scrambled to my feet as well.

      I held out my arms like a wrestler. If she went left or right, I’d intercept her. And she couldn’t go backward. There was only the railing and the sea behind her.

      She went backward.

      Mary, seeing that she was trapped, began to climb up onto the railing behind her. Peering over her shoulder, she winced. There was no escape route.

      I closed in on her, my arms still outstretched. I was half-worried she would jump right on top of me and squash me. She didn’t. She climbed one rung higher so that she was on the third of the four parallel horizontal railings, with just one more bar above her.

      “Aieeeeee!” came the loudest, most high-pitched scream I ever had the misfortune to hear in my life. Ear-splitting didn’t cover it, but head-splitting was close. Reflexively, we all whipped our hands up and slapped them against our ears to stop the sudden pain of the screech.

      Slap went my hands against my head.

      Slap went Harley’s hands against her head.

      Slap went Edward’s hands against his head.

      And slap went Mary’s hands against her own head, but she did it with such sudden enthusiasm and force it knocked her off-kilter.

      She began to topple backward, and as she did so, she pulled her hands off her ears to reach for the rail to steady herself.

      But the screamer, upon seeing her topple, let out another even louder shriek.

      “Aiiiiieeeeeee!” it went.

      And then, so did Mary.

      Toppling backward, she was over the railing, cartwheeling into the sea below.

      “Oh, shoot,” said the screamer.

      “Kelly! Use your radio. We need to sound the man-overboard alarm, now.”

      While Kelly called it in, I ran to the railings and peered down, fearing the worst.

      I let out a sigh of relief when I saw Mary treading water down below, staring up at me with a face full of rage. The look of anger wasn’t helped much when a life-ring crashed into her head. For a moment, she disappeared under water, then she was back, in the middle of the ring, one arm holding onto it and the other now clutching at her head.

      “Oops,” said Cece who had appeared next to me. “I was only trying to help.”

      Kelly’s radioing was successful. Just as Mary grabbed the ring, the siren indicating a missing passenger began to ring out.

      It looked like Mary was going to be saved.

      “Was that my fault?” asked Kelly.

      I gave her an encouraging smile and shook my head. “No. It was hers,” I said with a nod down to the Mississippi below. “And his,” I said with an angry nod toward a rather pale looking Edward Dane.

      He did not reply.

      All that remained was to explain to Ethan, and everyone else, just what exactly it was that I had figured out.
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      The next morning, after all the hubbub of the day before was finally over and done with, Sam, Cece, and I finally had a chance to catch up.

      We were shoreside, eating the best breakfast in New Orleans: the Landlubber’s breakfast in the Rusty Anchor Restaurant, a popular haunt for sailors, crew, and cruise ship staff whenever they had shore leave.

      “All right,” said Sam, “you’re going to have to explain it to me one more time. I don’t get it.”

      I grinned at her. I was, unsurprisingly, feeling rather full of myself. Not only had I solved the murder, but I’d also been instrumental in the capture of Mary Mead. And no one else had figured it out, not completely, anyway.

      “What happened was that Felicity Bull caught Mary doing something she wasn’t supposed to do. She stole the script for the murder mystery from the Danes’ cabin, and that led to all the rest of it.”

      “But why would she even do that? What’s the point of participating in a murder mystery if you’re just going to cheat?” she asked.

      “Oh, you sweet summer child,” said Cece with a laugh. “You must not be very competitive. People cheat all the time just so that they can say they won.”

      I nodded at Cece. “That’s true, but there was more to it than that. Mary Mead had other reasons for wanting to win the competition too.”

      “For the free cruise?” asked Sam.

      I shrugged. “Maybe that was part of it, but the real reason was because she wanted to impress Edward Dane. She was hoping that if he saw her solve the mystery, he’d be so impressed that he would use his influence as a famous writer to help her get a book contract.”

      “Huh.” Sam had a look of mild surprise on her face. “She must have really wanted to be a writer.”

      “Yep,” I confirmed. “She really did. But she hadn’t counted on either Felicity Bull or Edward Dane.”

      “Edward? What did he do?” asked Cece with a frown.

      Edward had been the key, in actual fact. The reason I’d figured it all out.

      “Edward had gambling debts and he needed to earn some money—fast. So he agreed to read Mary Mead’s manuscript, but it wasn’t to help her. It was to steal it for himself so that he could get his next big advance and pay off some debts.”

      “But wasn’t he afraid of getting caught?” Sam was tapping her fingers on the table, trying to get a handle on everything and still not quite understanding it all.

      “Nope. Who’s the world going to believe? The internationally successful novelist with dozens of books under his belt, or a no-name author without a single publication?”

      “That’s so unfair,” complained Sam. “Why do people have to be like that?”

      “I know, right?” I said in agreement with her. “It was her Celtic necklace that really gave it away for me though. She was always touching it, and then when I thought about the plot Edward had supposedly written for his new book... it all came together.”

      “So did Mary get mad then? And try and frame Edward?”

      I nodded. “Yep. I think the brass candlestick death was just an unlucky coincidence, but when she saw Edward was going to steal her manuscript, she ran with it and tried to frame him. That’s why she stole his cane to whack Harley with, too.”

      “And what about the note?” Cece had been the one to find it, so she was especially keen to figure out its significance.

      “I think Harley must have shown it to her. They were quite friendly even at the beginning of the cruise. But Harley told her she had no intention of meeting with Felicity Bull—she didn’t like the woman. So Mary took the opportunity to go herself. Felicity already knew Mary had taken the script, and Mary wanted to meet her alone to persuade her not to let on.

      “She didn’t initially plan to kill her. She just wanted her to agree not to spill her secret. But Felicity wouldn’t agree. She insisted she was going to report Mary and get her kicked out of the murder mystery event, and blacklisted with Edward’s agent and all his other connections. She would never get to be a published author like she wanted. One thing led to another, and Mary ended up whacking her over the head with the brass candlestick.”

      “Goodness. They were all awful, weren’t they?” said Sam. “Just goes to show, you never know what a person’s really like. Under the surface they can be a thief, a cheat, even a killer.”

      “That’s why I trust no one,” said Cece darkly.

      “What, even us?”

      Cece flicked her eyes back and forth across Sam and I.

      “Nah, I trust you guys. At least as far as I can throw you anyway.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said to her with a grin. I knew she was kidding, but there was also an underlying truth: Cece had had a pretty tough life and she was slow to trust anyone. But the three of us had become close friends now.

      “Is Harley going to dump Edward now?” asked Sam.

      I shook my head. I didn’t have all the information, but from what I’d heard from Ethan, that wasn’t the case.

      “Love is blind to theft and gambling,”

      “Really? But how could she ever trust him?” asked Cece.

      “Maybe she doesn’t need to trust him,” said Sam. “She’s got her own money, her own life—all she wants is a famous husband to spend some time with.”

      “So romantic,” said Cece sarcastically.

      We all laughed in agreement.

      “When are you going to hear about the job?” asked Cece suddenly.

      “What job?” I said, almost without thinking. I’d put it so far to the back of my mind that I hadn’t even thought about it lately.

      “The cruise director position!”

      “Oh! Right. I kind of... withdrew my name from consideration,” I said somewhat sheepishly.

      “What’d you do that for? You’d be a great cruise director,”

      “Maybe one day. But I don’t think I have enough experience yet. And anyway, after managing just that one special event, I found it way too stressful for my liking. And did you see what Kelly was like? I think it’ll be nice to drop back to just being a social media manager again for a bit. Maybe in the future, I can think about moving on again, but for now it’ll be nice to get back to hanging around the ship, taking pictures of people having a good time and posting about it online.”

      Sam and Cece both gave me jealous looks.

      “It’s all right for some,” said Cece with a frown. It was half put on, but I knew she was at least a little bit envious of my job underneath.

      “Yeah. While we have to work, she just swans around the ship.”

      “I work for Swan. It’s my job to swan around,” I said with a smirk.

      Sam balled up a napkin and tossed it at my head, but I deftly dodged it.

      “Excuse me a minute,” said Cece, rising to her feet and hurrying away before we could even respond.

      We both watched her, curious as to what the hurry was.

      “Figures,” said Sam with a little laugh and head shake as we saw who Cece was chasing.

      Outside, Dr. Ryan Wilson had just walked past the restaurant. Cece had hurried out and caught up with him, and she was now holding him by the arm. They were both smiling, and from the body language, it looked like they were about to go somewhere together.

      This was confirmed when Cece ran back in a moment later.

      “Sorry guys, gotta go. Ryan’s taking me to brunch!”

      We stared down at the empty plate she’d just finished.

      “What?” she said accusingly. “I said brunch. That’s the meal that comes after breakfast. See ya!”

      “Bye,” we both called after her as she hurried off for her second breakfast—sorry, first brunch—with the handsome young doctor. “Good luck!” I added just before she was out of earshot.

      “What about the… other thing?” said Sam in a low voice.

      Of course I knew what she was talking about. The postcards. The diner. The threats. The stalker.

      “I don’t know, Sam. I don’t know what to do about that. You know, I figured if whoever is bothering me was clever enough to track me down at sea, they’ll be able to follow me anywhere.”

      “So you’re not going to quit over it?” she said, her eyes alight with excitement.

      “Nope. I’m not going to quit. Not over that. Whoever it is will make a mistake soon, and we’ll figure it who it is.”

      Sam reached over the table and squeezed my hand. “You and me together, we’ll figure it out. Then kill them.”

      “Sam!”

      “Just kidding!” she said with a wicked smirk. “Are you still worried about Ethan?”

      I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head. “No. I mean, maybe I should be, but I’m not. He’s just...” I couldn’t explain it. Not properly. But I’d try. “There’s something about him that makes me think—no makes me know—that he’s got nothing to do with it. He’s too good, and too honest. If that’s all an act, I’d have to give up on the entire human race, I think. And I’m not ready to do that.”

      “Good,” she said squeezing my hand again. “I think he’s going to be good for you, Adrienne. I’m glad you’re not writing him off just yet.”

      “Though I do want to know what that ring was about.”

      I had told Sam about the fancy looking ring I had discovered in the first officer’s office when I’d been left alone there. She had assured me at the time that there would be an innocent explanation, but we hadn’t figured out quite what that innocent explanation was yet.

      “Maybe it was for his mother.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Though what kind of son buys his mother a diamond ring?”

      “A good one?” she suggested.

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that. I bet he was a good son, too.

      “We never figured out why the captain was on his last chance either, did we?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. Maybe on the next cruise...”

      We spent the rest of the morning happily chatting away, right up until lunchtime, when we simply ordered more food and kept on going.

      There was still a lot of stuff for us to figure out, like who had been stalking me and why, what the deal with Ethan’s ring was, and what had gone on in the captain’s past. All those unanswered questions promised that the next cruise was going to be just as exciting as this one had been.

      One thing was for certain: life at sea was never dull.

      And it wouldn’t be long at all before we were back aboard the Swan of the Seas on another cruise.
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        Note from the author: THANK YOU!

        And Please, Please Leave A Review

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading my books!

        I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

      

        

      
        If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review.

        An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

      

        

      
        Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

        Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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      "Come on, come on." I gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles. My car was out of gas. Rather, my ex-husband's car was out of gas. I had "borrowed" it to make the trip from Chicago, Illinois down to Camden Falls, Kentucky. I'd had to make the trip somehow, and I'd been too broke to buy a bus ticket.

      I rocked back and forth in my seat a couple of times, trying to will my momentum into the car. I knew that wouldn't help it inch forward off the road and into the curbside parking spot, but I did it all the same. I couldn't stop myself.

      "Just a little more!" The engine gagged, coughed, spluttered and then bucked before rattling and dying.  That was okay, though. When it bucked, the car lurched forward that little bit more that I'd needed to get it off the road. I wasn't going to have to abandon it with its butt end sticking halfway out into the road.

      I eyed the road around me. It was huge. It wasn't eight lanes huge or anything like that. There were only two lanes, one coming and one going, but the main street of little Camden Falls could have accommodated four tractor trailers driving side by side. Even with so much room, the traffic was slow and lazy, cars meandering instead of rushing. There were two and three car-lengths between each car that passed. I was used to seeing cars in Chicago drive headlight to bumper, but that wasn't happening here.

      On top of that, there were almost no people. I eyeballed around thirty or forty people walking around. They walked in small groups or alone, but always spread out with plenty of distance in-between.

      I turned my attention toward a pickup truck that was driving past. The truck's driver nodded his head at me and then lifted his palm in a small side-to-side wave. Panic flooded me, and my heart skittered and jumped as badly as the engine had a moment earlier. My ex probably already had a warrant out for my arrest, and it would be just like him to hire someone to keep an eye out for me.

      I twisted to see if anything was coming from behind and then jumped out of the car. It was a pearl white Mercedes S-Class, and I'd probably never get the chance to drive anything like it again—especially if my ex had me put in jail. If that happened, I wouldn't even need to worry about how I'd look when I renewed my driver's license. I wouldn't need to worry about where my next meal was coming from or where I was going to sleep tonight.

      "Maybe I should get arrested." I couldn't keep the hopefulness out of my voice as I glanced around, but I didn't see any police. "Live to fight another day," I said with a scowl before forcing my features to relax. I didn't want to get wrinkles.

      Popping the trunk of the car, I used all of my not-impressive strength to lift a navy canvas suitcase out of the trunk. Then, I hesitated, looking wistfully between the car keys I held in my hands and the car. With a sigh and a shoulder shrug, I did what I had to do. I clicked the lock button on the key fob, and then tossed the keys into the trunk and slammed the trunk's lid down. I'd gotten this far, but tempting fate wasn't my style.

      I pulled up the suitcase's telescoping handle and started walking, dragging the suitcase behind me on its tiny wheels. The name tag attached to the handle flopped and jiggled as I walked, listing my name in block letters: KYLIE BERRY. It was my maiden name, not the name I'd left behind with that dirty, rotten piece of pond scum I used to call a husband. No, Kylie Berry was a good name, and it, the suitcase and its contents were all that I owned. But that would be enough. It had to be. I'd figure out the rest as I went, and where I was going now was my cousin's cute little café. When she'd invited me to come down to "help her out," I'd jumped at it. If it meant one less night of having to sleep at the women's shelter, then I was game.

      I paid attention to the people around me as I walked. All around me were a myriad of tennis shoes or flat sandals, various types of denim, a few Walmart-style short skirts, and a lot of t-shirts. I was wearing a black polka-dotted sleeveless, torso-fitted dress with a flared skirt, gold high-heel pumps, and I knew from experience that my shoulder-blade length fire red hair would be shining in the afternoon sun.

      I didn't fit in, but I didn't see anyone picking up any rocks to throw at me, so I figured that must be okay. A man exited a store with a green awning twenty or so feet ahead of me wearing what had to have been a thousand-dollar suit, and no one paid him any attention either.

      "Things are going to be okay," I mumbled to myself. Yet my feet were not convinced. Camden Falls' Main Street seemed to go on forever, and my pretty gold pumps soon pinched my feet in ways that made me work hard to hide a limp.

      A group of barely twenty-somethings sauntered through a door a little ways ahead of me laughing, and one of them was holding a to-go cup of what looked like iced tea.

      My heart sped up but my feet slowed. This was it. My new beginning. My second chance. I'd be the best waitress, assistant, whatever I could be to Sarah. And hopefully, Sarah would make room for me on her couch until I crawled my way back up to standing on my own two feet.

      This would work. I would make it work.
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      I won't lie, when I reached for the glass-front door with the scrawling script "Sarah's Eatery" on it, my hand was shaking, but I kept my eyes bright and an excited smile on my gloss-painted lips as I pulled the door open. A little bell jangled, announcing my entrance.

      That's when I stepped into cousin Sarah's "tiny" little café, and my smile slipped as my mouth fell open. It was huge! I had imagined some ten foot by ten foot space with as many little round tables and chairs as could be crammed into it per the laws of physics, but instead what I found was spatial extravagance. There was room to walk between the tables. People could have conversations without the absolute certainty that the words they spoke were being overheard by the person sitting two inches behind them. A ladder on top of another ladder would be needed to reach the ceiling. And it had big, sunny windows on two sides, all along the wall that faced Main Street and all along the wall that faced the corner side street, making it look even bigger.

      "Wow." I felt like I was Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. I'd been swept up from the churning bustle of Chicago and dropped right in the middle of a magical place where people could stretch their legs, lean back in their chairs and prop their arms behind their heads without worrying about blocking the path of another.

      "Kylie!" Sarah exclaimed.

      I turned my head to the left, toward Sarah's voice and a grill-style bar. Over the bar was a large banner that read, "We'll miss you!" with Sarah's name taped on at the end on a large piece of colorful construction paper. Sarah had her hands thrown up in the air as if to celebrate, and all of the patrons at the bar were swiveled around on their stools to stare at me.

      Sarah didn't exactly come running from around the bar to greet me. It's more like she bounced. She was wearing denim overalls that were rolled at the ankle, a sleeveless tee with a scoop neck, and cute little white canvas shoes without socks. Her eyes crinkled heavily at the corners from her enormous smile, but it looked good on her.

      "Hey!" She threw her arms around me in a warm, snuggly hug. Her hair smelled like apples with a hint of grilled cheese. "I knew you'd make it in time."

      "Hi," I said, with a panic-smile plastered on my face. "You going somewhere?"

      Sarah sighed and got dreamy-eyed. "I just couldn't wait a minute more to go join Jon in Seattle. All my stuff is packed and ready to go."

      Breathe. Keep breathing, I told myself while another little voice inside my head screeched, Homeless! You're going to be sleeping on the streets!

      I should have kept the car keys. I could have at least slept in it. A crowbar. I could break into the trunk in the middle of the night. And the trunk was roomy! No one would have to see me sleeping in the car. I could use the clothes in my suitcase to make a cozy little bed for myself.

      "That's great." My voice barely wavered, but I felt a cold sweat breaking out on my upper lip.

      "Come on," she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me along behind her. "I want you to meet the regulars. This going away party was their idea."

      I eyed them, wondering if one of them would take over the café. Then I wondered if they would give me a job.

      

      Click here to continue reading
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