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      “You have to trust me,” Cece said emphatically. “These are definitely the best seats in the house.”

      I tried not to look too skeptical. Cece was a good friend of mine, but she was also a bit of a rule-breaker, while I was definitely a rule follower.

      It was almost time for our latest cruise to start, and we were at the staff pre-cruise meeting, waiting for it to kick off. The three of us were in the back row, seated right next to the door. First there was me at the end of the row, then Sam, my best friend from back home, and finally Cece, my friend who works in housekeeping.

      The meeting room was in the staff section of the ship, below the waterline and in a different world from the luxurious accommodations for the passengers far above us.

      Down here, it was all low ceilings, visible pipes, and pure utilitarian design. There was a slightly elevated platform at the front of the meeting room and fixed rows of fold-down plastic chairs for the audience.

      Meetings here were more the we lecture and you listen kind, and normally, they were on par with watching paint dry.

      “Ready for another relaxing cruise?” asked Cece with a glint in her eye.

      “Relaxing? Have we even been on the same ship?” replied Sam.

      “At this point, I’d settle for a cruise half as stressful as the last one,” I said. “Hold on—I think I hear Kelly.”

      From where I sat, I could hear someone in high heels hurrying down the hallway at double speed, each step a loud click that echoed for a few moments.

      The clicks grew closer and closer until they stopped right outside the door. There was silence for a moment and then, like a yellow and black dervish, Kelly burst through the doors with her characteristic manic energy.

      “She looks like a wasp again,” said Cece.

      “No, she doesn’t,” I said, giving her a playful swat. “She looks more like a busy bee.”

      Kelly Cline liked to wear bold, colorful outfits, and today she was wearing a bright yellow figure-hugging dress that stopped just above her knees, accented with a chunky black belt and necklace, and sunflower yellow high heels and several almost neon yellow bracelets decorated with flower heads and petals.

      With her jet black hair and dark eyes, it wasn’t a stretch to say she looked like a wasp or a bee. Since she was always such a busy person, and with a good heart, I thought of her as more of a worker bee than a wasp. Cece tended to be a little more blunt than me, or as she put it, she lived in the real world.

      Kelly hurried down the aisle in the middle of the room, hopped up onto the raised platform with both feet at once, and then spun around, beaming at the staff in attendance.

      “Hi, guys!”

      It was impossible not to return that smile; her enthusiasm and energy were palpable. I glanced at my friends. Sam was smiling at the figure addressing us at the front of the room, while Cece was rolling her eyes. Cece was a much tougher crowd to please than most people and didn’t like to waste time on bureaucracy.

      The audience shouted greetings in response, including Sam and I. Cece mumbled a “Sup,” that would have been completely inaudible at the front of the room.

      “I’ll give her one thing,” said Cece. “She’s a heck of an improvement over the last two cruise directors.”

      This was true—though that wouldn’t be hard. The last two directors had been unpleasant to work with and had both ended up in jail. Kelly, on the other hand, was enthusiastic, friendly and didn’t seem to have a criminal bone in her body.

      “What have we got on the agenda today?”

      We all stared at her. That was kind of her job.

      She clapped her hands together.

      “Good! You don’t know! If you already knew, there’d be no point to this meeting, would there?” Kelly began to pace up and down while she spoke.

      “Three things. First, we have a special event planned for this cruise. Second, a review of the safety rules, which are a requirement, and third, a surprise!”

      “A surprise? What’s the surprise?” hissed Cece in a whisper.

      “If I knew, then it wouldn’t be a surprise,” I whispered back to her.

      Cece turned to Sam who just offered her a shrug.

      “Man, I hate not knowing what’s going to happen. It’d better not be clowns. If she’s got clowns coming in to perform, I’m out of here.”

      I tilted my head at her and gave her a funny look. “Can’t say I see that happening. Do you?”

      “Nope,” said Sam. “The ceiling’s too low in here for them to do any tricks.”

      I couldn’t help but giggle. There were dozens of better reasons: the fact that it would be completely bizarre, that it would be an expensive waste of money, that these meetings never offered entertainment, that Kelly had never shown any inclination toward a love of clowns…

      “Just saying. That’s all,” said Cece with a sniff. She folded her arms in front of her and focused on the front of the room, a mildly suspicious frown on her face.

      “To begin, the special event. As I’m sure you’ve all heard—”

      The three of us exchanged confused glances. None of us knew what she was talking about. Not even Cece, who was usually in the know.

      “—We’re lucky enough to be holding a photography event this cruise. We have special guests Awesome Andy, the world-famous freelance photographer—”

      Looking over at them again, Sam shook her head and Cece shrugged. None of us had heard of this Awesome Andy guy.

      “—and Xavier, the editor of News Today.”

      This time, Cece and Sam looked at me, and I nodded authoritatively. I knew News Today, but I was kind of bluffing about knowing Xavier. The name seemed vaguely familiar, though I couldn’t remember anything about him. But as a former and wannabe-again journalist, I was going to pretend I knew everything news-related.

      “Our passengers are going to listen to some awesome lectures and take part in some fantastic workshops. There’s also a fab photo competition, which we think the guests are going to be really excited about. Are you excited?”

      “Yeah!” I shouted to looks of disdain from Cece. Most of the rest of my colleagues and co-workers in the audience gave more muted sounds of excitement.

      “I wouldn’t get too excited,” whispered Cece. “It’ll only lead to extra work and disappointment.”

      I shook my head and decided to ignore her, because I was determined to stay positive. The last few cruises had been semi-disastrous, but this one? It was going to go off without a hitch. I could feel it.

      Kelly went into some detail about the various events that were going to take place during the course of the photography cruise, before displaying on the drop-down projector screen a list of staff names and the roles they were to be filling during this cruise.

      Sam got VIP customer liaison. It was a bit of a hit or miss position; it fully depended on just how important the very important people fancied themselves to be.

      Cece would be doing housekeeping for the VIP section this cruise too. I looked at her as she read it, trying to gauge her reaction.

      “Great,” she said with a little shake of her head. I stared at her, trying to figure out if she was being sarcastic and snarky or was mildly pleased. It was hard to tell with her sometimes.

      “Happy with that?” I whispered.

      “Happy as a clam,” she said with a snort.

      That didn’t clear things up.

      As well as my usual duties as social media manager, I was also given the position of roving photography liaison.

      “What do you think that means?” I asked the girls.

      “I think it means they’ve saddled you with an unlimited amount of work, helping an unlimited amount of people whenever and wherever they want it,” said Cece with a smirk.

      Sam shook her head. “I think it means you get to hang out with the photographers and probably get to attend all their events. Sounds pretty good to me.”

      “Oh, you sweet summer children,” said Cece. “Haven’t I taught you anything yet?”

      I laughed at her. “You’ve taught me plenty. But you haven’t made me completely cynical yet.”

      “Partially cynical?”

      “Mmhmm. I mean, you’ve almost convinced me that this is the best seat in the house already, haven’t you?”

      When I was still a student, I always sat at the front of the room, listening attentively and jumping at the chance to answer any question. But thanks to Cece’s influence, I was slowly becoming a convert to the bad kids’ club.

      Once the job assignments had all been reviewed, Kelly rubbed her hands together and looked out at the audience with a happy smile.

      “Now, guess what’s next?”

      “Is it the surprise?” shouted Cece, glancing toward the door as if to check for men in makeup wearing red noses and cone hats.

      “Nope!” said Kelly, beaming at Cece. “It’s time for the safety review! Woo!”

      “Woo,” said Cece sarcastically.

      No one else in the audience joined in, sarcastically or otherwise.

      A safety briefing was required before every cruise. It’s not that it wasn’t important—of course it was—but when you’d heard it more than a few times, and if you weren’t suffering from amnesia, it did get very boring to have the same talk hammered into your head over and over again.

      “Okay, okay, I know it’s not the most exciting thing. But we’ve got to go through it. First up, fire safety…”

      Kelly began the lecture, accompanied by some blurry slides from the digital projector that looked they were made thirty years ago, printed out, and then re-photographed and put into the presentation.

      “If the photographers see that,” said Cece, pointing at a blurry blob that vaguely resembled a life jacket, “they’re going to quit before we leave the shore.”

      I grinned at her. “I’m sure they wouldn’t. They would probably be excited to flex their skills for someone so obviously in need of their expertise.”

      “You’re such a glass half full kinda girl.”

      The safety section of the talk took about thirty minutes. When it was over, Kelly swiped the back of her hand over her forehead.

      “Phew! Glad that’s over with. Are you ready for the surprise?”

      The audience erupted into hoots and hollers.

      Sam and I smiled in anticipation while Cece arched her eyebrows suspiciously.

      “And the surprise is… there is no third part to this boring meeting. You can all go! Yay!” Kelly immediately began clapping her hands together, and after a brief and stony silence, the audience reluctantly joined in.

      Mild disappointment hung in the air after the thwarted promise of a surprise. There was one exception: a half-Puerto Rican female housekeeper who was seriously enthused.

      “Now that is one awesome surprise!” Cece was already on her feet, clapping happily. “Let’s go!” She turned toward the door, waiting for me and Sam to get up so that we could exit before the rush.

      Baffled by Kelly’s slightly manic sense of humor and Cece’s enthusiasm at a non-existent surprise, we hurried out of the meeting room.

      As we left, I thought to myself that there was something about the beginning of a voyage that gave both the air and the body a frisson of excitement. New people, new sights, new sounds, and new adventures.

      This was going to be a good cruise.
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      Sam was checking in the VIP guests and guiding them personally to their staterooms while Cece had been tasked with making sure everything remained shipshape out on the deck where people were boarding. The VIPs were boarding first, and the regular guests would be invited aboard after.

      Smartphone in hand, I was trying to capture some interesting pictures of happy guests to sling out onto our various social media feeds. I was just outside the VIP check-in area, watching people as they arrived and targeting the ones who interested me.

      A wealthy dark-haired lady who looked to be about thirty made her way on board. I knew she was wealthy because she was one of the VIP guests, and you have to be wealthy to afford those rooms; they were four figures a night, minimum. And that’s if you got a good deal. Five figures a night wasn’t unheard of for the most posh suites.

      The woman was dressed in ‘designer casual’—just a T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers, but all of them had prominent Italian or French designer names clearly displayed on them, as did her leather Italian luggage.

      “Hi! I’m Adrienne. Welcome aboard!” I smiled at her while I spoke, hoping to butter her up so she’d let me stick some pictures of her up online.

      “Hi. You can call me Raina. Because that’s my name.”

      I covered my mouth while I giggled.

      “That’s a lovely name. I’m the ship’s social media manager. Would it be all right if I took a couple of pictures of you?”

      “I thought I was going to be taking the pictures on this cruise—that’s what I signed up for,” she said with a little laugh. “Perhaps you can give me some tips?”

      “Err, I’d be happy to, but I’m not one of the photography experts. I’m more of a phone photographer. I was thinking maybe you could stand with that beautiful leather suitcase over there by the railing? The blue sky and water behind you will look amazing.”

      Raina looked to where I was indicating and slowly nodded. “I see, yes. So you’re considering both the background and the foreground?”

      She really was an amateur by the sounds of it. Maybe I could teach her something about photography, after all.

      “Of course! Yes, just stand there… I think it’ll look better with just one suitcase, so move that other one out the way… fantastic… and smile!”

      After I was done, I turned my phone’s screen toward Raina so that she could see the picture I’d taken.

      “Oh, goodness! I look like I’m in an ad for a cruise!”

      She basically was. That was one of the primary reasons the role of social media manager even existed: to get the ship ‘out there’ as much as possible.

      “Well, you do look the part. Are you a model?”

      I didn’t think she was, but it’s better to overdo the compliments for VIP customers than to underdo them, in my experience.

      “Oh, no. I’m just a girl on a mini-vacation.”

      Wow. Tens of thousands of dollars for this cruise and it was a mini-vacation for her? I wondered what she would spend on a proper vacation. I couldn’t even imagine.

      “I hope you enjoy your stay with us. I’m sure you’ll learn a lot about photography too.”

      “Thank you. Shall I check in over there?”

      “Yep, that’s right,” I said, smiling at Sam who was ready and waiting for another customer. There were half a dozen people working the VIP check-in, so that as each guest arrived, they could be given personal service and an individual escort to their suite.

      I waved goodbye to Raina and looked for another victim—I mean, subject—to photograph.

      This time, I found two: a cute young couple who also looked to be around thirty years old. They were holding hands, fingers interlocked, and walking close enough together that their shoulders rubbed against each other.

      “Hi guys! Welcome aboard!”

      They looked at each other with smiles on their faces, as if to check the other’s reaction, before turning to me with a matching pair of brilliant grins.

      “Thank you,” said the woman.

      “We’re excited to be aboard. We’re on our honeymoon!” After he’d said it, the new husband turned his head toward his wife and gave her a quick peck.

      “Oh wow, congratulations! You look so cute together. Can I get a picture?”

      “Sure,” they said as one. They unlinked their hands, and put their arms around each other’s waists. Their cheeks were rosy with happiness and it looked like they hadn’t stopped smiling since their wedding.

      “Awesome!” I said after I’d taken their pictures. “I’m Adrienne James, social media manager on the ship. If I can ever help you with anything, don’t hesitate to ask!”

      “I’m Jessica, and this is my husband Rick.”

      “Nice meeting you. Hope you two have a great honeymoon. I think you’ll really enjoy yourself. There’s never a dull moment on a Swan cruise!”

      I waved them off while I reflected on my own words. There hadn’t been a dull moment for me since I’d started working for the company. A lot of the excitement probably wasn’t what cruise ship guests envisioned when they thought of a relaxing week at sea. For starters, there had been several deaths, but I hoped this cruise would be tamer in comparison.

      There were more people about to step aboard, but before I could go and greet them my phone buzzed with an incoming text. It was from Cece.

      Fake housekeeper here!

      As soon as I read the message, I knew exactly who Cece meant.

      The fake housekeeper was a man I’d seen on the last cruise acting very suspiciously. When I’d first noticed him, he’d been wearing a housekeeper’s uniform, but later on, I saw him disguised as a guest and had interrupted him dancing with Kelly Cline, the cruise director.

      Cece had found a hidden bag with what we believed were his various disguises in it—along with a gun. We didn’t manage to catch him though, and the last I’d seen of him, he was disappearing into a crowd on the docks in New Orleans.

      But now it looked like he was back on board.

      As fast as I could hurry without being obvious, I left the VIP reception and headed straight for the deck that Cece was supposed to be keeping spick and span.

      When I arrived, there were couples and small groups standing around, luggage by their sides and many of them with fancy-looking cameras hanging around their necks. These were the regular passengers, waiting to check in and get to their rooms.

      “There you are!” said a voice in my ear.

      I jumped in surprise. It was Cece, but she had been standing right next to the door I’d exited from so I’d missed her when I stepped outside.

      “Where is he?” I asked.

      “Gone.”

      “Gone? Gone where? What do you mean gone?”

      “Sorry. I tried. But they let all these people on at the same time, and one of them kept harassing me.”

      Cece made a point of turning her head and glaring at a man with his family a few yards away from where we were standing.

      “Who’s that?” I asked with a furrowed brow.

      Cece shrugged. “Some guest. He assumed I was a customer liaison and expected me to answer all his annoying questions.”

      “Why didn’t you do your normal trick?” I asked.

      Her normal trick was pretending she didn’t speak English. Cece was from Puerto Rico, and by speaking only in Spanish she could avoid conversations with monolingual guests she didn’t want to speak to.

      “I did do my normal trick, but he just asked me the same question again in Spanish. Totally unfair. It’s like, my one special skill.”

      “Hey, you’ve got loads of skills!”

      Cece tapped her chin. “I guess I’ve got my looks,” she said, offering me a pouty air-kiss.

      I laughed. “But back—”

      “And my moves,” she said interrupting me while she did a little slinky dance move. Several people turned to watch her to see if she was going to follow up with any more. She probably would have if I hadn’t said anything.

      “Right. You’re a great dancer but—”

      “And of course, get me in the bed—”

      “Cece! You’re super talented. But the man. Where did he go?”

      “Oh yeah, him. Well, once I got rid of Mister Spanish Speaker over there,” she cast another bitter glance at the oblivious man, “I tried to find him but he was gone. But just before I lost him, I swear I saw the captain watching him too.”

      “The captain? Our captain?”

      “Oh yeah. He greeted a couple of guests, but I don’t think that was really what he was doing. Usually he only greets the VIPs. I think he was keeping an eye on the guy.”

      This was interesting. Very interesting. There was something about the captain that didn’t sit right with me, but I didn’t have any specific information about him yet.

      I had learned on previous cruises that the captain was on his ‘last chance,’ but I had no idea how he’d messed up his previous chances. He must have gotten in trouble with the company for something, but I had no clue as to what he’d actually done.

      At the end of our previous cruise, I had been about to chase after the fake housekeeper on the docks, but the captain had stopped me, telling me that I was still on duty and couldn’t disembark. Technically, he was completely right, but I had a feeling he’d only done it to stop me from chasing after the man.

      So all in all, the captain didn’t strike me as trustworthy.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve found anything else out about this captain, have you?”

      Cece shook her head. She was normally my best source of gossip, but she only worked on this particular ship. She hadn’t found out this captain’s secrets. Yet.

      “Ask Kelly,” suggested Cece.

      “Yeah, I’ll do that. I tried before but she wasn’t very forthcoming. She just told me not to gossip, remember?”

      Kelly Cline had served on another ship with our current captain in the past, but she was quick to clam up when I pressed for details.

      “Yep. And we weren’t even gossiping at the time, just asking a couple of questions. You need to get her drunk.”

      “What?”

      Cece gave me a wicked grin. “Get her drunk and take advantage of her.”

      “Cece!”

      “Oh, come on. I’m kidding. But seriously, have a drink with her. If she thinks you’re friends, she’ll open up to you. Tell you what she knows.”

      Around us, the crowd of people had gotten thicker. The check-in staff for the non-VIPs was getting slightly overwhelmed. Still, the guests all just looked thrilled to be aboard and there didn’t seem to be any serious rumblings of complaint.

      “Okay, I’ll see what I can do. She always seems so busy though.”

      “That’s good. Means she could use a drink, and you know she’s going to knock them back.”

      The mental image alone had me laughing. Kelly seemed to do everything at double speed; from walking to eating, she moved like greased lightning. She didn’t seem to accomplish twice as much as everyone else though. If she applied the same work ethic to her drinking, she’d be drunk before I took my third sip.

      “Excuse me? Am I in the right place to check in?”

      Cece and I both turned to look. It was an elderly white-haired man with a camera around his neck, and he was clutching a VIP ticket.

      “Que?” said Cece, cocking her head at him.

      “Ignore her,” I said to the man. “She doesn’t speak English right now. This is the regular passenger check-in area. I’ll take you up to the VIP area, it’s much less hectic.”

      “Thank you,” said the man gratefully. “Lead the way and I’ll follow. By the way, what did you mean by ‘she doesn’t speak English ‘right now?’”

      “Oh, she’s a bit slow. Still learning, I’m afraid,” I said, patting Cece on the shoulder. “She’ll get there one day. Isn’t that right?”

      “Que?” said Cece with narrowed eyes.

      “Follow me!”

      Leaving Cece behind to keep the deck clean and avoid speaking to passengers, I took the man to the VIP check-in.

      The fake housekeeper was back on board, and this time, I wasn’t going to let him slip away.

      I’d track him down and find out just what it was he getting away with. And whether he was in cahoots with our last-chance captain.
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      By the time the sun was setting, we had all the passengers aboard the ship and it was almost time to cast off.

      I was on my way to see First Officer Hot Stuff—more formally known as First Officer Ethan Lee. As usual, there was an orderly stationed outside of his office door.

      “Is he in?” I asked with a smile. This time, the orderly was a young dark-haired man who was used to my frequent visits to the first officer’s cabin, and had recognized me on sight.

      “Yes, ma’am. Let me just check if he’s available.”

      I waited a moment while he called Ethan on the intercom and cleared my entry to his office.

      “He says to go on in,” said the orderly with a smile.

      The heavy door swung easily on silent hinges, and as soon as it opened, I inhaled the familiar scent of mahogany furniture and Ethan’s own piney aftershave.

      Going into his office was comforting, like warming yourself in front of a fire on a cold winter’s day, or wrapping yourself in a blanket while watching the snow fall on the cornfields outside. Not that there would be cornfields or snow down where we sailed.

      “Adrienne,” said Ethan brightly. Knowing I was coming, he’d gotten up from his position behind the big wooden desk and crossed the room to meet me.

      “Ho—Ethan!” I said, correcting my mistake before he could notice. From the slight narrowing of his eyes, I wondered if I hadn’t been as quick as I thought. But luckily, he was too much of a gentleman to point out that he knew I had nearly called him Hot Stuff to his face. It was a nickname that Cece, Sam, and I had for him, even before he and I started being close.

      “I missed you,” he said.

      He stopped right in front of me and slowly reached forward and squeezed my hand. Not hard, not too soft, but just the right amount. A slow squeeze that, despite its seeming innocence, had me staring at him wide-eyed with surprise at the sensual warmth of it.

      I felt the warmth spreading through my cheeks but I wasn’t embarrassed by it. No, I was too busy thinking just how much I liked being around Ethan. With Ethan.

      Cheeks aflame, I stepped back from him with what felt like a permanent smile on my face.

      “I… missed you too,” I said nervously.

      Had that just happened? Had I hallucinated it? The man had only squeezed my hand, but the intensity of the feeling between us was remarkable.

      “Good. Glad to hear it. We’ve had some bad luck on the last few cruises, but this time, I was hoping we could spend a bit more time together. What do you say?”

      “YES!” I felt my cheeks going even redder. I was being way too obvious. Tone it down, Addi. “I mean, yeah. I’m sure we’ll both be busy, but I hope we can find some time.”

      “I often have to eat dinner with the VIPs and the captain, but how about we start eating breakfast together? In the Croissant Club?”

      He was asking me out to one of the ship’s smaller eateries, but one of its most intimate. And from the sounds of it, it wouldn’t just be a one-time thing.

      “Like, regularly?” I asked, excited but uncertain.

      He nodded. “Yeah. It’s the time of the day when we shouldn’t have anything scheduled.”

      I usually caught up with Cece and Sam in the staff mess at breakfast, so I’d be missing out on their company.

      But Hot Stuff.

      It was one of those difficult decisions that was actually really easy. I saw Sam and Cece all the time anyway, but finding a moment with Ethan was always way harder than it should have been. I knew exactly what they would say to me: do it.

      “All right. We’ll be the Croissant Club Crew. It’ll be nice.”

      As soon as I said it, I came to another realization. I’d need to be ‘with it’ first thing in the morning from now on. No more morning-zombie Adrienne, I’d have to be alert and chipper. Not that I felt like I couldn’t be myself around Ethan, I did feel comfortable with him, but still, I didn’t want to reveal all my flaws quite yet.

      Maybe I should start going to the gym with Cece in the morning before meeting him for breakfast. Better to think on it first and give myself time to get used to morning breakfast dates before I added a torture session into the mix as well.

      “How’s this cruise looking for you?” asked Ethan. “The work, I mean?”

      I shrugged. “No disasters yet. There’s a big photography event going on this time which should be interesting. Hopefully it’ll be less dramatic than the last cruise.”

      “Indeed. The last several trips have all been too hectic for my liking. Here’s to lazy breakfasts, taking pictures, and a relaxing voyage.”

      “That sounds great. Okay, I should get my face out there again. There’s a lecture starting soon I need to be at.”

      “Enjoy the lecture. We’ll catch up later.”

      He gave my arm a warm squeeze, and as we parted our hands brushed, our fingers running against each other. With cheeks flushing again I waved him off and headed for the lecture.
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        * * *

      

      Ready to snap some pictures of the lecture-goers, I rolled up to the auditorium with my phone in hand and a bounce in my step I hadn’t had since… well, ever.

      Outside the auditorium, I saw Kelly standing outside with a look of consternation on her face. Actually, her “standing” was more like hopping from foot to foot as if the carpet was on fire.

      “Hey Kelly. What’s up?” She was always frantic, so I wasn’t exactly worried.

      “Adrienne! Oh, thank goodness you’re here. It’s a disaster!”

      My smile faltered. I wasn’t sure yet if this was a Kelly-level disaster or an actual disaster. She could be overdramatic at times.

      “What’s the matter? Anything I can do to help?”

      Kelly wiped her brow with the back of her hand in a big show of relief.

      “Oh, thank you! I knew I could count on you—I knew it! I should have known Adrienne James would come through. You always do, don’t you?”

      “Err…” When I’d offered to help, I didn’t realize I’d been volunteering for something. “What is it that you want me to do?”

      Kelly held up a paper program that she’d been holding and tapped at the title of it with her index finger, the bright yellow nail polish seeming to make the gesture even more urgent than it naturally was.

      The title of the lecture was “A Brief History of Photography” presented by a Dr. James Clearson.

      “Looks… interesting?” I inflected it like a question in hopes of coaxing some more information out of her.

      “Oh, I hope so! I’m sure you’ll do great! I found out half an hour ago that he missed the boat. I didn’t know I was going to do until you came along.”

      “Wait, you want me to give the lecture? About the history of photography?”

      “A brief history of photography,” said Kelly, bobbing her head up and down. “Just an hour or two!”

      Oh, cornstalks. What had I gotten myself into? Maybe there was still time to weasel out of it. All I could do was try.

      “I did take a course on photography in college. But I don’t think I could talk about it off the top of my head…”

      “No problem! He emailed us his presentation slides last week. It’s got notes, photos, everything. You’ll knock it out of the park!”

      I was in such a good mood after my meeting with Ethan that I felt brimming with newfound confidence. I bet I could knock it out. Why not give it a go? Maybe I could get a favor out of Kelly in return, or at least get her to come out for a drink like Cece suggested.

      “The lecture starts at seven, right? What time is it now?”

      Kelly and I both pulled out our phones and checked at the same time.

      “Six forty-five,” we said in unison.

      “Right,” I said with a determined nod of my head. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I need some time, at least half an hour to go over the notes if I’m going to even pretend to do a passable job at this. In the meantime,” I paused for a moment, trying to figure out how to not embarrass myself and make the whole event a disaster, “why don’t we get a cocktail cart in there? Loosen them up and make them a more sympathetic audience, as an apology for the delay, while I go over those lecture notes.”

      “Right. Free cocktails!” said Kelly, nodding her head up and down very quickly. “I know! I’ll ask Minnie to serve them. Her café will be closing in a minute, and she’s got a real way with people.”

      “Great idea! You go and take care of that and I’ll start looking at the presentation notes. At seven, I’ll make an announcement to the audience, and hopefully you’ll turn up with a cocktail cart to save the day. Okay?”

      Kelly clapped her hands together in a one-woman round of applause.

      “Back soon!”

      She was already gone before the reality of what I’d agreed to do had really sunken in.

      Why, Adrienne, why? I asked myself as I entered the auditorium.

      It was relatively small, as auditoriums go at least, with seating for around eighty people. The air inside was dry and smelled of the upholstery of the red fold-down seats, which ascended in semi-circular rows from the small stage at the front of the room.

      I walked down the center aisle, offering polite greetings to those who had arrived already. At the front of the room was a lectern, on the right-hand side of the stage was a desk with a computer on it, and a large white projection screen dominated the center of the stage. On the screen it already read “A Brief History of Photography.”

      I sat down at the computer, and it was with some relief that I saw at least everything was there and ready to go. There was a little clicker I could use to move through the slides while on the stage, and after a brief test I saw that it was in working order.

      All I needed to do was go through the slides, re-learn the entire history of photography, and then stand up and give a presentation on it to a crowd of enthusiasts like I really was an expert.

      Too easy.

      “You can do it, Adrienne,” I whispered to myself.

      There was muffled laughter from the few people already sitting in their seats. I frowned. What did they have to laugh at? One of them must have told a joke. Whatever. I wasn’t paying attention to them, at least not yet. I had to focus on myself and the presentation.

      “All right! Give it your best, Adrienne! Yeah!” I whispered again.

      There was more laughter, and I stared out at the crowd. They were all looking at me. But they couldn’t have heard me, could they?

      My eyes, and then my hands, closed around the wireless microphone sitting on the desk. Tentatively, I picked it up. There was crackling from the speakers.

      “Oh, cornstalks!”

      There was more laughter as I flicked the switch to turn it off. Great. They’d heard me hyping myself up over a live mic and would no doubt think I was an idiot before I’d even started.

      Way to impress the audience, Adrienne.

      I switched off the feed to the big projector screen and began to flip through slides. There were dozens of them, but luckily a lot of the information was familiar to me from my college days. My memory was a little rusty, but seeing the pictures and the brief captions or bullet points was enough to bring a lot of it back.

      As I went through the presentation plan, I made an executive decision to cut out a big chunk about photography in late nineteenth century Austria. We hadn’t covered that in my college course and the slides were too vague for me to bluff through. But the rest of it I figured I could handle.

      Even though the microphone was off now, I didn’t give myself any more personal pep talks. I’d already had enough embarrassment for one day. When I felt doubt creeping in, I thought back to Ethan’s office and how he’d made me feel.

      None of this with the audience really mattered compared to that.

      As seven o’clock rolled around, I had a rough idea of the contents of the presentation, but still needed more time to prepare so I wouldn’t be reading off the slides verbatim. But it was time for a kind of a trial run.

      I stood up, grabbed the wireless mic, switched it back on, and made my way to the center of the stage.

      “Good evening, everybody!” I said to the audience. The room was about three-quarters full and it really looked like a lot of people. To my relief, they gave me a friendly “good evening” in response.

      “I’m afraid there’s been a change in the initial program. Unfortunately, Dr. James Clearson couldn’t be with us today.” There were a few sighs and mumbles, but most of the audience just waited in anticipation. “He missed the boat.” The audience erupted in laughter at the weak pun. I nodded happily to myself. A crowd that would laugh at that would be a forgiving one.

      “Instead, I’ll be giving the presentation. My name’s Adrienne James and I’m a journalist, currently working as the ship’s social media manager, and of course I love photography. In fact, I studied the history of photography in college.”

      There were appreciative oohs and aahs from the audience. What I didn’t tell them was that I had taken a single solitary class on the subject during my sophomore year and I was basically going to wing the presentation. What they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

      “Since we’re still waiting for some guests to arrive, and there are a couple of technical issues to be resolved, we’re going to delay the start until seven thirty, but we will be offering complimentary cocktails while you wait.”

      There were happy murmurs from the crowd and I got the impression that the promise of free drinks more than made up for the delayed start time or the change of presenters. I had the strange, unlikely feeling that the audience actually liked me. At least so far. We’d see how they felt by the time nine o’clock rolled around.

      The noisy clink of glass came from the side door near the stage, and like an angel, the chubby beaming face of Minnie from the Boulevard Café appeared. She was pushing a cart loaded with colorful cocktail glasses.

      The audience, on seeing her entering the room, began to clap and cheer, and Minnie raised one hand in response, waving out to them like the queen of cocktails. She was a large Caribbean lady who was probably the happiest person I’d ever met.

      “… And here they are! Please come down to the front and help yourself.”

      I hopped off the stage and greeted Minnie.

      “Thanks. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Anytime, dear, anytime. I love to make people happy. Look at them!” Minnie and I looked together at the people making their way down, excited smiles on their faces. Who would have thought a simple drink would make people so ecstatic?

      After a minute or so of watching everyone happily taking their drinks, I headed back to the desk to study up on the presentation. I had a feeling things were going to work themselves out.

      This cruise was going to be different.

      Everything was going to go perfectly.

      I could just tell.
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        * * *

      

      “… and that wraps up today’s lecture on the history of photography!”

      Triumphant, I stood in the center of the stage and let the applause wash over me. Although I’d given presentations in my college classes, it had never been up on a stage in front of a crowd of people who weren’t my peers. These were ‘real’ people, not college classmates, and I’d done it!

      As the applause continued, I gave them a shy bow, and after a moment more I switched off the mic and climbed down from the stage. I didn’t want to milk it.

      “Yay! You were amazing!” said Kelly as she simultaneously hurried over toward me and clapped her hands in a rapid-fire staccato burst. She had arrived about five minutes before the end, slipping in the side door and taking an empty seat at the front.

      “Thanks, Kelly. I think it went pretty well.”

      She nodded enthusiastically. “It did. That was a really good idea of yours to get them drunk first. They’d enjoy anything after those cocktails!”

      Minnie chortled at Kelly’s attempt at flattery. “But they would have loved your talk even stone cold sober. It was very good.” She followed it up with another rich round of laughter.

      “Oh, yes! That’s what I meant,” said Kelly. “Even sober like me, it was great! I owe you one!”

      She definitely did owe me one. This could be my chance to grill her about the captain.

      “How about buying me a drink to celebrate pulling that off?”

      Kelly’s face went from smile to frown and then back to a smile in a flash.

      “I’ve got a trillion things to do, but… okay! Let’s do it!”

      My body was still filled with adrenaline and the applause from the happy, tipsy crowd had reinvigorated me. I hadn’t felt this confident and full of energy since… I couldn’t remember when. Perhaps after my first little presentation back in college.

      What a day it had been. First Ethan, and now this.

      I took a moment to look at what remained of the crowd, an indefatigable smile on my face.

      “Come on. Let’s go.” I gave Kelly a nudge.

      We waved goodbye to Minnie and went off for, what I felt was, our reward.

      A reward and a chance to dig into the captain’s past.
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      Kelly and I decided to go to the Cocktail Club for our drink. It was one of the classier establishments aboard the ship, with less of the laid back tropical charm of the pool bar, Hemingway’s, or Minnie’s Boulevard Café.

      The inside was dimly lit, and it struck me as the perfect place to discuss secret goings-on or shady pasts. I hoped that was what I could pry out of Kelly.

      We both ordered Manhattans from a middle-aged bartender in a tuxedo and settled into a corner booth. The leather seats were quite high, and I couldn’t help but notice that Kelly’s feet didn’t touch the floor when we sat down. Instead, her legs swung back and forth like a little girl, punctuated every now and then with small thumps as her heel caught the base of the booth.

      “So how are you enjoying your job as cruise director?”

      Kelly was relatively new to the ship, this being only her third cruise. She had, however, worked for the company a number of years, both at the company’s headquarters and on board other vessels earlier in her career.

      I had also applied for the role of cruise director, but I had withdrawn my application before it advanced too far along. After being put in charge of a special event, I realized I didn’t enjoy that kind of role all that much, and anyway, I didn’t have enough experience yet. For the time being, I was happy to be back in my social media manager role.

      “It’s great!” she said in an incredibly chipper tone.

      “It certainly seems to keep you busy.”

      Every time I saw her, she was always in a hurry to get to the next thing on her to-do list. This was one of the few times I’d seen her somewhat still, though she did seem to be swinging her legs under the table and had already begun the serious work of turning one paper napkin into a million tiny pieces.

      “Oh, yes. So, so busy. But that’s the modern world, isn’t it? Everyone’s busy all the time.”

      As I was nodding agreement, the waiter came back and placed our drinks onto the table. We thanked him with smiles and watched as he stiffly turned and walked away.

      I immediately picked up my glass and took a small sip. Kelly wrapped a hand around hers but didn’t begin to drink it yet, running her fingers over the cool rim instead.

      “I wanted to ask you something, Kelly.”

      “Uh-oh.” She followed up with a nervous laugh.

      “Don’t worry. I just wanted to ask you a little bit about the captain.”

      Kelly stared down at her drink, and for once she didn’t answer quickly. A delay like this was uncharacteristic of her.

      “I don’t like to gossip about my colleagues,” she finally said.

      I nodded understandingly.

      “Oh, I know. I don’t care for gossip either.” I wasn’t sure if I was telling the whole truth. Gossip could be a kind of guilty pleasure sometimes, but I wasn’t exactly after gossip. I wanted details on his shady past.

      “Good,” she said with a smart nod to herself.

      “As you probably noticed, Ethan and I often work together on some of the security issues…”

      Ethan hadn’t asked me to investigate the captain. This was my own doing, but I could let Kelly infer what she liked.

      “Yes…”

      “And, well, the captain seems to be acting a little suspicious. Of course I know from his records that he’s on his last chance on this ship—I assume you know that too?”

      Kelly’s eyebrows shot up and before she could control herself she had already bobbed her head up and down in surprised confirmation.

      It was true about the captain’s record; I had seen it. At least some of it, anyway. But it hadn’t been because Ethan gave it to me, and not in any official capacity. An undercover corporate spy on a previous cruise had the records of the captain and all the other employees of the ship, and in the course an investigation I had come across them.

      Kelly may very well have assumed that I’d been handed the records in an official capacity, but I certainly wasn’t saying it.

      “So you know about what happened?”

      “Not really. I only know a little bit. What can you tell me? I promise it’ll stay between us—it could be something serious.”

      Kelly ran her finger around the rim of her glass while she thought. Then, she slapped her hand down on the table and smiled at me, her mind made-up. She would tell me what she knew.

      “As you know, the captain and I were both on the Swan Countess, and our regular route used to take us much further south, down to Cartagena, Columbia. It’s a beautiful place.”

      I’d vaguely heard of the port but didn’t know much about it. I took a sip of my drink and nodded to Kelly to continue.

      “There were rumors that the security on board the ship was… not good? He wasn’t formally accused of sabotaging the ship’s security, but it was suspected that he deliberately turned a blind eye to certain activities.”

      Ooh. This could be juicy.

      “What kind of activity?”

      Kelly looked around furtively, before dropping her voice to a low whisper I could barely hear.

      “Drugs,” she mouthed. She looked around again as if the mere mention of the word might have brought down trouble on us. When it didn’t, she continued. “Trafficking them. Or at least allowing them to be trafficked.”

      “Oh, wow.” I said with a frown. “How come he wasn’t fired or sent to prison?”

      Kelly’s eyes went wide in apparent alarm at my question. She leaned over the table so our heads were right next to each other.

      “He wasn’t caught. Just suspected. And the company didn’t involve the authorities because of the potential for bad publicity. They wanted to deal with it all quietly. They didn’t want to fire him because he threatened to sue for unfair dismissal—and if he did that, then they would have to either accuse him of what they wanted to keep quiet, or pay out a huge settlement.”

      Of course. Money. Swan, like every big business, cared more about its bottom line than anything else. That wasn’t a surprise. It was still surprising though that they hadn’t somehow managed to get rid of a captain accused of such a serious offense, though.

      “So they just let him carry on?” I asked with my nose wrinkled in disapproval.

      “I don’t know what happened behind the scenes. But the captain resigned that commission, and after a brief leave of absence, he moved to this ship.”

      “So instead of investigating, they just tried to move him out of the way. It was a cover-up?”

      Kelly tapped her bright yellow nails against her still full cocktail glass. Then she looked up at me and shrugged.

      “I guess? From Swan’s perspective, it was better than a formal investigation. And if he’s away from that route, the problem will be solved. Right?”

      “Right,” I said but I was shaking my head in disbelief as I said it.

      With a slurp, I sucked up the last of my drink with the straw. Kelly nodded at it. “Another?”

      Before I could answer she picked up her own glass, took out the straw and flicked it onto the table, and then tipped back the whole drink, swallowing it in a series of continuous large gulps.

      “Mmm, I love Manhattans.” She wiped her mouth a napkin and let out a happy sigh.

      “Yeah, maybe just one more.”

      Kelly couldn’t tell me much more about the captain, and I told her to keep the fact that I’d been asking questions to herself. She promised me she would, and since I knew she wasn’t a fan of gossiping, I trusted her to keep her word.

      After a final drink, sipped by me and gulped down by Kelly, we called it a night. On cruise ships, you work pretty much from sunrise until well after sunset, so you have to be either foolish or in possession of unnatural amounts of energy to have many late nights during a cruise. Cece had late nights pretty much every day, I however, did not.

      “Good night, Kelly. Thanks for the information.”

      “No problem, but remember, it didn’t come from me!”

      I grinned and waved her off. We left behind four empty glasses and a pile of torn up napkins almost as high as the drinking vessels.

      Kelly sure was an interesting one, but at least unlike the last two cruise directors, she seemed to have her heart in the right place and a work ethic to put any corporate bigwig to shame.

      With thoughts and ideas running through my mind, as well as the lingering memory of how Ethan and I had reconnected earlier, I retired for the evening.

      After all, I had to get up early for my breakfast date at the Croissant Club.
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      Since I was supposed to meet Ethan for breakfast at eight, I was up before seven to get ready. I’d never had a breakfast date before, and it was making me nervous.

      In my first few dazed minutes before I’d really woken up, I was panicking about what to wear. Then I remembered, with some relief, that I didn’t have a choice; I had to wear my work clothes, as would he. That meant my blue polo shirt with the Swan logo and a pair of dark jeans and sneakers.

      As a roving pseudo-reporter, I had just about the most casual uniform of anyone aboard, bested only by the bartenders at Hemingway’s tropical bar who got wear Hawaiian shirts and shorts.

      “What time is it?” said Sam in an annoyed voice from her top bunk.

      “Almost seven! Rise and shine!”

      Sam pushed herself up and stared down at me with the bleary eyes of a demon.

      “Seven? Are you out of your mind? Wake me up just before the last chance for breakfast.”

      “No can do today—I’m having breakfast with Ethan!”

      Sam’s head disappeared as she dropped back onto her bed with a whoomph. She seemed to fall back to sleep again immediately. She’d never been a morning person, and she clearly had no intentions to become one yet.

      After messing with my hair and makeup for half an hour, I finally left the room with more than thirty minutes to spare and decided to stroll around the outside of the ship and catch the tail end of the sunrise before I met Ethan.

      It was gorgeous outside, and the morning rays and salty air seemed to invigorate me with every deep breath I took.

      Feeling surprisingly calm and fresh, I arrived at the Croissant Club just before eight.

      “Nice morning, huh?” said Ethan in greeting.

      He was standing outside the door waiting for me, wearing his white and gold uniform that looked like it had been designed specifically with him in mind. I hadn’t realized I was into men in uniforms until I’d met him.

      “It is! I was just watching the sunrise out on deck. Such a lovely time of day to be outside.”

      “I didn’t realize you were such a morning person, Adrienne.”

      There was so much approval in his voice that I decided not to ruin his impression by telling him the truth: I only got up as early as I absolutely had to. Maybe this really was the start of me becoming a morning person, though.

      “Best time of the day,” I said. “Before the problems start.”

      He laughed and pushed open the heavy door to the restaurant.

      “Shall we?”

      I stepped inside ahead of him and walked toward a table for two next to a large window on the other side of the room. I’d never eaten in the Croissant Club before, and it was impressive at first glance. It was decorated like a French bistro. Or at least this farm girl’s impression of what a French bistro would look like.  I’d never been to Europe.

      The tables were all dark wood, and pretty chandeliers hung from the ceiling above. Along the walls were old advertisements from the early twentieth century, posters in glass frames advertising old French brands I’d never heard of. Even though I didn’t know anything about 1930s engine oil or butter from the lower Alps, I appreciated them.

      “Good  eye. This is my favorite seat,” he said as he pulled out my chair for me.

      “Then you have excellent taste,” I said with a grin as I sat down, feeling proud of myself for the seat selection.

      The restaurant seemed to be about half full. The International Buffet was the most popular place for breakfast with its massive selection of dishes, but I could immediately see the appeal of the Croissant Club in comparison. Although it didn’t have as much food to choose from, it had a quieter, classier atmosphere.

      Following Ethan’s lead, I ordered a breakfast meal that included a croissant and scrambled eggs with smoked salmon, along with freshly squeezed orange juice and coffee.

      “How was your shore leave?” he asked after the waiter had left with our order.

      “Oh, fine, I guess. One night isn’t very long. After that last cruise I decided to just relax—I stayed in my room the entire time. Baths, books, movies, and chocolate.”

      He nodded. “Same here. Well, that and a morning run of course.”

      “Of course,” I said, nodding as if I too ran every morning. I hoped he wouldn’t ask if I did.

      You run in the mornings too?”

      Cornstalks! “Umm, not recently. I’m really thinking about starting again soon though.”

      He nodded. “Things have been so crazy lately. I find that if I don’t do it in the morning, it doesn’t get done.”

      “Yeah. That’s my problem. I kept planning to exercise in the evening, but then…” I threw my palms up.

      “Right! I know.”

      It felt good to have something in common, even if it wasn’t precisely true. Maybe I would start exercising in the morning. Cece had nagged me about going to the gym with her enough.

      The waiter brought out our breakfasts. It felt nice to be served food on proper white china plates rather than to line up with a plastic tray like I did in the staff mess. The food was immaculately displayed, the yellow eggs flecked with a generous amount of pink Scottish smoked salmon and a dusting of fresh green herbs sprinkled on top.

      “Bon appetit,” said Ethan with a surprisingly authentic sounding French accent.

      “Do you speak French?” I asked in surprise.

      He gave a modest shrug. “Not really. I’m just a beginner. I should spend more time on it though if I really want to improve.”

      I smiled and nodded but didn’t comment further, worried that I’d blurt out I was also studying French. I had enough on my plate without having to learn a second language too. And anyway, Cece would probably kill me if I learned French before her other native language, Spanish. She made being bilingual seem effortless, though she had a distinct advantage having parents who spoke both English and Spanish.

      “So you didn’t go out for dinner or anything, Ethan?”

      I was digging. On a previous cruise, I had accidentally run across a gorgeous ring in what looked like an antique box in Ethan’s office. It had made me suspect that he might have an on-shore girlfriend. I didn’t really believe it, but it was such a big clue that I’d been worrying about it ever since.

      He shook his head. “Nope. Room service for me. But maybe next time we could grab a meal together in town. New Orleans has some fabulous restaurants, but I haven’t visited many of them.”

      “No one to go with?” I said with a sly smile.

      “Nope. But maybe now…”

      We both grinned at each other and dug into our breakfasts. Of course there wasn’t an on-shore girlfriend. There must have been another explanation for the ring. Maybe he inherited it from his grandmother or something. That’s what I would believe, anyway. There were few enough people I trusted on the ship—Sam and Cece being the extent of the list—that being able to add Ethan to my list of people I truly could rely on felt good.

      The food was excellent. It was amazing to think that both the rubbery eggs in the staff mess and the creamy smoked-salmon eggs we were eating in here shared the same base ingredient. It was like night and day. They almost seemed to melt in the mouth with every bite, and before I knew it, I was halfway through my plate. I was eating at Kelly speed. I put down my fork and picked up my coffee to sip at, and give time for Ethan to catch up.

      I decided to put my investigator hat back on. After what I’d heard from Kelly the night before, I knew there was more I wanted to know about the captain and his possible connection to the fake housekeeper.

      “Ethan, do you trust the captain?”

      He lowered the fork he was holding back to his plate. The atmosphere up to that point had been light, friendly, and even kind of romantic—not something I usually felt when the sun had barely risen. Of course I ruined it with my question.

      “He’s well qualified and has years of experience.” He completely avoided my question but, in a way, it still answered it.

      “Right. He just seems a bit… strange.”

      Ethan shoved a forkful of eggs into his mouth and made a kind of mmhmm noise of agreement that allowed him to avoid saying what he thought about the captain.

      After another sip of coffee, I went back to my breakfast, pulling open the steaming hot buttered croissant and slathering it with a strawberry preserve. Slightly annoyed, I ate half of it in a single chomp and was surprised by how light and crispy the outside was in comparison to the fluffy interior.

      Ethan obviously knew something and had much stronger opinions about the captain than he was letting on. I’d overheard the two of them arguing in the past and seen the expressions on his face when they were together. Whatever Ethan knew or thought about the captain, he didn’t want to share it with me.

      Which was fine.

      Except it wasn’t.

      It meant Ethan was keeping secrets from me. I had been planning to tell him about my own big secret: the terrible experience of having been kidnapped in Arizona and the bizarre events that had happened on board the ship that seemed to be tied to it.

      There had been postcards that referenced Arizona left in my room or places where I would find them, as well as a few other mysterious events including a newspaper from the day I was kidnapped being left out for me to find. It looked like I would be keeping that difficult time in my past to myself for a while longer.

      When Ethan opened up to me about the captain, I’d open up to him about my history.

      When? If. It was a sad thought, but I was determined. I liked Ethan a lot, but if he was never going to be open with me, could we even have a future? Time would tell.

      The rest of the breakfast passed somewhat awkwardly. Ethan looked like he wanted to tell me something but didn’t. I must have looked the same.

      “Do you eat here every morning?” I asked him when what would usually have been a comfortable silence between us felt strained.

      “Yep.” He leaned forward, as if about to tell me a secret. A small smile hovered on my lips. “I used to go to the International Buffet, but I started to put on weight.”

      “You? No way!”

      Ethan was about as fit and trim a man as any I knew. The idea of him worrying about his weight seemed ridiculous.

      “Yep. That’s the problem with buffets—there’s no limit. That’s why I started coming here. The portions aren’t massive, but the food’s good. Quality over quantity. I probably could order, and eat, a second breakfast, but then rumors would start about the ship’s pig of a first officer.”

      I giggled again. The awkwardness of before was slowly fading, but the atmosphere wasn’t what it usually was between us. We were both hiding things, and I think we both knew it.

      When we were done, we said a rather formal goodbye. Ethan probably it would seem inappropriate for the first officer to be seen hugging one of his junior staff members in public, and if so, he was probably right.

      So I shook hands with the man I was pretty sure was my boyfriend, and we each went our separate ways.

      Despite my delicious breakfast, I left the Croissant Club feeling deflated and less hopeful than when I’d arrived that morning. I shrugged my shoulders, pushed them back, and told myself not to worry about it.

      We probably just needed more time before we opened up further.
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      I forced myself to smile as I made my way to my first port of call for the day, a small auditorium where Awesome Andy was going to be giving a lecture about some of the basics of photography.

      He was a freelance photographer and one of the ‘stars’ of this cruise. Star might have been too strong a word for him, though.

      I had never heard of him before Kelly mentioned him as an important guest during our pre-cruise meeting. Turned out, his real name was Andrew Smith, but he preferred to go by the more punchy Awesome Andy. I’d looked him up online later, so at least when I met him I could bluff my way through our first meeting.

      I had just walked past Minnie’s Boulevard Café along the constitutional deck when I ran into the man himself. He was bending down to tie a shoelace, and instead of standing up afterward like a normal person, he bounded to his feet like an acrobat.

      “Oh!” I shouted in surprise, jumping back myself.

      He turned his head and gave me a strange look, as if it was me who had surprised him. Then, he smiled and nodded.

      “You’re Andrew Smith!” I said when I saw his features properly. He was just over six feet tall and had curly brown hair and soft green eyes. He seemed quite nice at first glance. I’d met a few so-called celebrities who were anything but. Although he looked at me a bit warily when I said his name. Remembering he preferred his stage name instead, I said, “I mean, you’re Awesome Andy!”

      He beamed at that. “I sure am. Are you a fan?”

      From the look on his face, he was excited by the prospect. He hadn’t reached the level of fame that gets you stopped in the street, but perhaps on a photography-themed cruise he would get that kind of reaction. But not from me.

      “Adrienne James,” I said, sticking out a hand. “I’m the social media manager, and I’m helping run the photography cruise. Pleased to meet you.”

      It was with mild disappointment that he shook my hand.

      “Nice to meet you too. Got to go. I’m giving a lecture.”

      I managed to stop him just before he left me in the dust, gently giving his arm a tap.

      “Yep, I’m headed there too. It looks like a really great topic!”

      It didn’t look all that exciting to me, but then again, I wasn’t that into photography. Presumably his audience would lap it up though. He was going to be giving a lecture titled “Moving From Auto to Manual—Getting to Know Your Camera’s Manual Settings!”

      I did like the final exclamation mark in the lecture title though. It gave the otherwise dull title some extra pep, which made me hopeful he’d do the same for the lecture.

      “Then let’s walk together,” he said with little enthusiasm. “So. Social media manager. Do you take pictures then?”

      We walked side by side down the deck, passing other people along the way. This deck had been designed as a kind of circular walking route, and a lot of people, most of them older—no doubt on doctor’s orders—used it for exactly that purpose, especially in the mornings.

      “Oh, yes, all the time,” I said, pulling out my phone and holding it up. “Though I don’t use a fancy camera, just a smartphone.” I shrugged. “It’s convenient.”

      “Ah. So you’re not into photography then. I mean, real photography.”

      “I don’t know that much about it, but I do think it’s interesting. I hope to learn a lot this cruise!”

      “If all you’ve used is smartphones, then you’ll have an awful lot to learn.”

      It’s great being condescended to by a not-at-all-famous person, isn’t it?

      My initially positive first impression began to wane.

      “Actually,” I said, “I trained as a journalist. I took one or two photography classes, but I was more interested in the words than the pictures.”

      I was rather pleased with myself, until he laughed and gave me his response.

      “And now look at you. With journalism dead for all but the truly talented, you’ve ended up in the worst of both worlds—taking bad pictures and not getting to do any real journalism!”

      The truth hurts. Especially when it’s wrapped in a brick and lobbed straight at your head.

      “I was a journalist, but I thought I’d take some time out from that life to travel the world,” I said, waving my hand toward the distant horizon across the ocean.

      “One hundred and eighty-five. You?”

      “One hundred and eighty-five?” I asked in some confusion.

      “Countries. That’s how many I’ve visited. I’m aiming to hit the double century mark by next year.”

      “Oh. Not that many yet,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m still pretty new.”

      He nodded with an ‘I knew it’ smirk on his face.

      “So what kind of pictures do you take?” I asked him.

      I knew the answer, but he was annoying me so much I didn’t want him accidentally thinking I was even remotely a fan, or that he was even worth researching.

      “These days, mostly portrait photography. People keep saying I’m the best in the world at it, so I have to do it, you know? It’s kind of like a duty to humanity.”

      I looked at him through squinted eyes, trying to discern if he was kidding or if he was actually that full of himself. As far as I could tell, it was the latter.

      “Wow, that’s awesome,” I said with as little enthusiasm as I could muster.

      “Guess that’s why they call me Awesome Andy.”

      I frowned at that. I was pretty sure the only reason people called him that was because it was what he labeled himself.

      Maybe I should do that same I mused. What would I be? Amazing Adrienne? If I kept talking to this guy for much longer I’d be Angry Adrienne. Apoplectically Angry Adrienne.

      “So you have to do the portraits to pay the bills?”

      He didn’t like that question much. I could tell from the way his face contorted into an ugly grimace for a second. It meant I was right, which was nice. I was determined to win our passive-aggressive war of snark.

      “As I said, I’m the best at portraits so that’s my primary area these days. But I’m also quite renowned for my wildlife photography, my landscapes, and the anthropological images I capture in my travels.”

      “Gosh, that’s amazing.”

      “No... it’s awesome!”

      If I rolled my eyes anymore, they would have been in danger of falling into the ocean. Thank goodness we were close to the auditorium.

      “Oh look, there’s Xavier,” said Awful Andy, as I was currently thinking of him,  gesturing just ahead of us.

      Leaning against the rail near the door that led into the auditorium was a young couple. Although I was vaguely aware of who Xavier was, I wouldn’t have recognized him without Andy pointing him out.

      “Do you know each other?”

      “Of course. I know all the magazine editors,” he said with a chuckle.

      Yeah, of course you do, you arrogant...

      “Do you know his girlfriend?” he asked me, nodding toward the woman Xavier was with.

      “Nope.”

      “She’s Zara Briggs. Her father owns News Today, as well as a number of other titles my work has been published in.”

      “Oh, how interesting.”

      We were now close enough that talking about them any further would have been rude.

      “Xavier!” called out Andy, a grin on his face. “Zara!”

      The couple turned and greeted us with giant smiles on their faces as we approached.

      “Nice to see you, Andy! Oh, did you snag a sea wench?” Xavier asked, tossing his chin in my direction.

      Andy laughed. “This is the boat’s social media girl. She does phone pictures.”

      Unclenching my jaw so that I could speak for a minute, I introduced myself properly.

      “Adrienne James, the ship’s social media manager.”

      “This is Zara Briggs, and I’m Xavier, though everyone calls me X.”

      Not me. Andy didn’t either, come to think of it.

      “Nice to meet you, Xavier, Zara.”

      Xavier seemed to wince at the use of his full name, but he’d have to get used to it. I wasn’t about to start calling him X. In my opinion, only a few people can get away with a single letter name, and this guy wasn’t one of them.

      Zara Briggs was almost six feet tall with platinum blonde hair that hung all the way down her long torso at her waist. I winced just imagining how much effort would go into washing, conditioning, and drying it. She had pretty light blue eyes and the kind of lithe figure that the fashionistas of the catwalk world favored.

      Xavier and Andy were going to be judging the photography competition, and the passenger who took the best shot would win some kind of fancy camera lens.

      “And what do you do, Zara?” I asked, since no one had bothered to mention it.

      She batted her long eyelashes at me. “I’m a model.”

      Oh boy. Our last cruise had been full of beauty pageant contestants, and I suspected that models and beauty pageant contestants were very much cut from the same cloth.

      “She’s Andy’s muse, isn’t she?” asked Xavier, the pride in his voice apparent.

      “One of them...” said Andy hesitantly. I got the impression that he didn’t like the idea of having a muse; that it would be putting some of the credit for his work onto someone else, and he couldn’t have that.

      “Many people say I have a certain quality that other models don’t have,” said Zara, her tone light and breezy.

      ‘A daddy who owns a magazine empire’ was my guess as to that certain quality, but I kept that to myself.

      “What’s on the agenda for today?” asked Xavier.

      “I’m giving a beginner’s talk about manual camera settings,” said Andy.

      “Isn’t that a little beneath you?”

      He shrugged. “That’s the problem. When you’re at my level, any kind of teaching is, by its very nature, ‘beneath your level.’”

      Xavier nodded, as did his girlfriend. They both accepted Andy’s massive ego and arrogance as wholesale knowledge. I expected they were used to it—or they had similar opinions of themselves.

      “Have you two been together long?”

      It wasn’t that I was interested in their love life; it was more that I was interested in not listening to Andy talking about how awesome he was.

      “About a year,” said Zara with a smile.

      “Feels like it was yesterday,” said Xavier, giving her a squeeze.

      “It does, doesn’t it?” said Zara, squeezing him back. “But at the same time, it feels like I’ve known X forever. Like we’re soulmates. I’m sure we were married in a past life.”

      Xavier nodded. “Yes, you were my queen and I was a king, and all our subjects adored us.”

      Zara happily agreed with this, and this time, I caught Andy trying not to roll his eyes.

      I didn’t think he would be perceptive enough to realize that listening to them was like listening to a milder version of him.

      “Right. Perhaps we should go inside.” I’d had enough of this love fest. “I’ll show you how the projector works, Andy.”

      As I started to walk inside, I could hear Andy snickering.

      “As if someone like me doesn’t know how to use a projector...”

      Three sets of laughter rang behind me as I led them to the auditorium.

      My happy predictions about this cruise that I’d had the day before now seemed an awfully long way away.

      Still, it was only a week.

      But a week could feel like an eternity on a cruise ship.
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      I enjoyed Andy’s presence a lot more when there were several dozen other people in the room and he was up on the stage. He was a charismatic speaker, though seeing how much everyone seemed to love him still made him grate a little.

      Feeling more self-conscious than usual, I took a bunch of pictures of him up on the stage and some of our attendees, all with expensive cameras dangling from their necks. Every time I clicked the little camera icon on the screen, I imagined Andy judging the quality of my pictures and finding them wanting.

      Whatever.

      He would be gone soon, and anyway, almost everyone else liked the pictures I took during the cruises. I usually got so many nice comments from guests that I knew there was no point in worrying about what Andy thought of my pictures. But knowing I shouldn’t care and making myself truly not care where two very different things.

      With a few dozen pictures and Andy starting to get into the technical aspects of his talk, I figured it was time for a well-deserved break.

      It wasn’t really a break I was after though; I wanted some company. After my disappointing breakfast with Ethan, and then being insulted and belittled by Not Awesome Andy, I needed a pick-me-up.

      Sam was managing the rest of this presentation, so that only left Cece. She would of course be working, but as a housekeeper she worked alone. I knew that if I offered to help her, she’d welcome my intrusion.

      I typed a quick message on my phone: Where are you? Want some help?

      Her reply came back almost immediately: VIP 312. Gloves waiting for you :)

      

      I smiled at the quick response. At least my friends appreciated me. After one final photo of the auditorium, I left the room, immediately feeling like a burden had been lifted from my shoulders as soon as I got outside.

      While Cece’s job was one of the least glamorous ones on the ship, it had a certain appeal to it. She cleaned the passengers’ rooms when they weren’t there, so she could mostly avoid the annoying ones. Not me, though. I had to be with them pretty much the whole time. Most of the passengers were fine, but when you had to deal with someone like Awful Andy, it became a frustrating job.

      It took about five minutes to get to the suite that Cece was working in, and by the time I arrived, I was wondering if I had overreacted Andy. Maybe he just wasn’t very good with people, and with a little more time, he would come around.

      Cece’s cleaning cart was outside the room, and I pushed the cracked door open and let myself in.

      “Honey, I’m home!” I yelled with a grin.

      “I’m waiting for you in the bedroom!” she called back in a teasing, sultry voice.

      The VIP suites were all spectacular. Depending on my mood, I either found them depressing or awe-inspiring. If I was in a bad mood, they would get me down, because I knew I could never afford one myself. But on other days, just seeing the beautiful space brightened me up immediately.

      After a short entranceway the room opened up into a large open-plan living-dining area, with a table and chairs for eight people to eat at once, a couple of large sofas, and massive french doors that led out onto the spacious balcony outside.

      Cece’s voice had come from the master suite, which was located off on the right of the main living area. The room already smelled fresh from the cleaning spray, and everything seemed to glint and glimmer as the sunlight which poured through the big windows caught it.

      Cece was lying on the bed in the master suite in a parody of a seductive pose. With her elbow-length pink rubber gloves and plain housemaid’s uniform, she didn’t look as alluring as the expression on her face wanted to make her seem.

      “Hey, baby,” she cooed as I entered.

      I giggled, snatched a cushion from a chair next to the door and tossed it, catching her perfectly on the forehead.

      She sat up, a mock frown on her face.

      “No sugar for you,” she said with a pout. She climbed off the bed. “You can help me clean instead.”

      “That’s what I came for.”

      “Not the excellent company?”

      “That too,” I said with a grin.

      “Catch!”

      I held up my hands just in time to miss catching the pair of gloves which thwacked me in the head. I managed to snag them before they hit the floor.

      “So what are we doing?” I looked around the room with amateur cleaner eyes. The bedroom here was bigger than the entirety of three regular passengers’ cabins, containing a large four-poster bed in the middle of the room with a walk-in closet, two armchairs, a writing desk, several large modern paintings of various colorful shapes, and a big door leading to the dressing room and ensuite bathroom beyond.

      “We’ll start by making the bed and vacuuming, give the bathroom a once over, and then it’s onto the other bedroom.”

      “Is it a family staying here?”

      Cece shook her head.

      “Nope, just a couple. But they’re using both bedrooms.”

      “Why?”

      Cece gazed at me with an ‘are you serious?’ look. “I thought you were the detective?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. No, I wasn’t a detective, but I had helped solve a few mysteries aboard the ship.

      “Maybe I should have been. Then Awesome Andy might be able to conjure up a smidgeon of respect for me.”

      Cece caught me with a serious look.

      “Who the heck is Awesome Andy? Has he been disrespecting you? Do you want me to go and kick—”

      “Hey, it’s nothing. He’s a photographer, and he thinks he’s a big shot, but he’s really not.”

      “Oh, for the photography cruise. I kinda zoned out in that meeting.”

      “Yeah, he’s one of the main guys running the photography events. A bit of an arrogant so-and-so.”

      “A what? A so-and-so? Man, you need to bring your insults into the twenty-first century. I can think of about a thousand better terms for a guy like that.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you can, but you know me. I don’t like to use bad language.”

      “Nuh-uh. No way. Cece’s cussin’ school is now in session. Are you ready?”

      “Hey! No. Save it for another time. It’s too early in the day for all of that.”

      Cece snorted and shook her head at me. She always thought I was too straitlaced. Maybe she was right—but I am who I am.

      “Well, if you’re not cussin’, then you better be cleaning. Come on. Grab the other end of that bedsheet.”

      We took care of the bedroom and moved onto the bathroom. It was a big marble-covered room with a beautiful oval bathtub next to a picture window over the ocean. The room was already nearly immaculate. There were just some splash marks around the sink and mirror that needed wiping, and all the faucets got a rub with a cloth to really bring out their shine.

      “Come on. We’ll do the other bedroom and then we’re all done.”

      “You work a lot harder than I expected,” I said with a smile at her work ethic. She really was getting through this fast.

      “Well yeah, of course. The sooner I’m done, the sooner I can take a rest. If I don’t get at least a half hour siesta in, I know I’ve been slacking.”

      “Wait, you take siesta breaks while you’re working?”

      Cece shrugged. “Sure. Don’t you? You can go where you want, anyway.”

      I’d never considered taking a break to nap during the day. I doubted I’d be able to sleep if I tried; I’d feel too guilty about slacking off. Cece, bless her, was not burdened in the same way.

      “No, can’t say I have.”

      “If I had your job, I’d spend half the day napping. Come on. You wipe those surfaces and I’ll do the bed.”

      Using the spray cleaner she’d given me and a cloth, I wiped down all the surfaces in the room, from the pretty little bedside tables and their lamps to the desk, drawers, and interior surfaces of the closet.

      This bedroom was smaller than the master bedroom, but was still larger than a regular cabin. Its occupant appeared to be the man of the mystery couple, judging by the clothes in the closet.

      “You hear that?” asked Cece.

      I cocked my head to listen. I’d been lost in my own thoughts, thinking about my breakfast with Ethan that morning. Now that I paid attention, I realized I could hear something: two people arguing.

      We heard the door to the suite open, and the voices grew louder.

      “Didn’t they see the cleaning cart?” I asked Cece.

      “Yeah, or the sign on the door that said –‘Cleaning in Progress,’” she said with a roll of her eyes.

      The couple either hadn’t noticed or didn’t care.

      “They don’t sound too happy,” I said with a frown. I started to head out to let the couple know we were there.

      Cece grabbed my arm and stopped me. “Shh. Let’s listen a moment.”

      I did as I was told, not because I wanted to eavesdrop, but because Cece was the housekeeper and I figured she knew what she was doing. I thought this was just housekeeping protocol or something.

      “You were! You were flirting with him!” said an angry male voice.

      “I was not flirting with him. I was being polite. It’s called having manners, which obviously you wouldn’t know about.”

      “What do you mean I wouldn’t know about? It’s not good manners to go and flirt with another man on your honeymoon, is it!?”

      “Oh please. I was just testing how strong his arm was! It’s a shame you can’t trade some of your money for some etiquette classes!”

      “Yeah, that’s right. Money. That’s always front and center in your mind, isn’t it? Money, money, money. My money. Sometimes I think it’s the only reason you married me!”

      I glanced at Cece and saw she was rubbing her hands together in excitement, clearly enjoying listening in. I frowned at her and nodded my head toward the door. We should go out there and let them know we were there and nearly done with their room. Cece grabbed my arm again and held up a single finger with a stern look.

      “You’d need a lot more money than you’ve got to make up for your lack of charm!”

      “My lack of charm? You’re the one who doesn’t know how to behave in public! You were fawning and flirting with that gym instructor like he was your husband.”

      “Well, it would be nice if he was.”

      There was silence from the living room, and this time I grabbed Cece’s wrist and tugged it. With some reluctance, she gave me a little nod and we opened the bedroom door and went out into the living room.

      “Hello! We were just cleaning in there,” I said, nodding back toward the bedroom door.

      Cece stepped up beside me. “There was a sign on the door.”

      I stared at the couple. I knew them! It was Jessica and Rick, whom I had met while they were boarding. They’d seemed so happy together then, but now, just a day later, they were warring with each other.

      The two of them stared at us, surprised by our presence. They really must have been completely oblivious to the cleaning cart outside and the sign.

      “Well? Are you done?” asked Rick.

      “We sure are.” I began to walk toward the door.

      “Hey, don’t I know you?” said Jessica, squinting at me. “I do! I thought you were a social media manager, not in housekeeping.”

      With a nervous laugh, I shrugged.

      “Just helping out. Someone called in sick, and we’re friends,” I said, hooking a thumb at Cece, who nodded in agreement with my story. “Anyway, we’ll be off now. Take care!”

      We left the suite before any further questioning could commence and regrouped outside the room.

      “Thanks for coming,” said Cece. “That made it much more interesting.”

      I shook my head. “I think they were the ones who made it more interesting.” After checking the time on my phone, I let out a sigh. “I’d better get going. The lecture will be over soon and I should get back there for the Q&A.”

      “Have fun. Come back and help any time you want. I’ll teach how to cuss.”

      With a quick hug, we parted ways, Cece whistling as she pushed her cart down to the next suite. I wasn’t quite whistling—for starters, I can’t whistle—but I was in a better mood than earlier.

      Being with friends really helped.

      But I couldn’t stay with my friends all the time. Sometimes, you had to spend time with people like Awesome Andy instead.

      Shaking my head to myself at the thought of speaking with him again, I headed back to the auditorium.
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      When I arrived back at the auditorium, I pushed the door open gently, intending to slip in at the back and catch the end without anyone noticing I’d been away.

      There was one problem with that.

      Everyone else was gone. The auditorium was empty.

      “Hey! Where’d you run off to?”

      I almost jumped with fright.

      Sam rose up beside me from the seat next to the door she’s been lurking on. I’d completely missed her when I entered.

      “Hey. What happened? Where is everyone?”

      Sam shrugged. “Awesome Andy’s talk wasn’t as long as it had been billed for. He was done after an hour, and then after thirty minutes of questions he shut the rest of them down. Said he needed to save his energy for the rest of the cruise.”

      Typical.

      “Was he okay? Did he give you any problems?”

      Sam furrowed her brows for a moment. “He’s a bit... full of himself, don’t you think? He kept telling the audience how lucky they were to have him. I think most of them actually bought it.”

      “Yeah, he is a bit like that.”

      It sounded like he hadn’t personally upset Sam though, which was good. On the other hand, I was a bit disappointed that she hadn’t been a victim of his acerbic personality too. It would have been nice to have a fellow victim to commiserate together with. Still, there were plenty more days left in the cruise, and I doubted Sam would escape his scathing wit for all of it.

      “I went to see Cece. I meant to be back for the end of the lecture, but that wasn’t meant to be, apparently.”

      “Oh yeah? What was she up to?”

      “Just cleaning. I went to help. But this couple in one of the VIP suites walked in without realizing we were there, arguing nonstop. They were really nasty to each other.”

      “Yeah, well, fifty years of marriage will do that to you,” said Sam, amused.

      She had made the understandable assumption that they were an older couple. Most of the VIP guests were; young people either didn’t have the money or the time for luxury cruising.

      “Nope. They’re young, about our age. And they’re on honeymoon.”

      “Arguing on their honeymoon? That’s sad.”

      “It is, isn’t it? And they seemed so happy before. I met them when they were boarding. Jessica and Rick.”

      “Oh! I checked them in, didn’t I?” She looked up in thought. “They did seem happy when they arrived. But maybe it was just an act.”

      “Who knows?”

      We lapsed into silence—a comfortable silence, not like in the morning after I’d asked Ethan about the captain and he’d shot me down. That had been anything but comfortable. Though perhaps I was imagining some of it, reading too much into it.

      “All right. Let’s get out of here.”

      I stood up and flicked off the lights from the panel next to the door. Just as I was about to push it back open, I stopped and tilted my head.

      “What is it?” asked Sam.

      “Shh. Do you hear that?”

      I flicked on a single switch to give us just a little light and grabbed Sam by the arm, leading her down near the stage. I was sure I’d heard something.

      When we got there, I stopped and held a finger up to my lips and nodded my head toward the side of the stage.

      Sam raised a hand to her ear to cup it, and we both listened, trying to keep our breathing quiet. I tried to stop my heart pounding so loudly but it was uncooperative.

      There.

      I heard it again.

      And from the look on Sam’s face, so did she.

      It was giggling, and it was coming from just off the side of the stage.

      There was a small greenroom back there, and it must have been emanating from in there.

      “Oh, you!” said the female voice, followed with another girlish giggle.

      Although I’d only heard the voice briefly before, I was pretty sure I knew who it was.

      “Is that... Zara?” I asked in a hushed whisper.

      “Maybe?” Sam whispered back. “When Xavier left, he was talking to a couple of passengers. I didn’t see Zara leave at all.”

      “What about Andy?”

      There was more giggling behind the stage, which we both listened to before Sam answered, after it got quiet again.

      “I don’t know. I thought he went back to his room after he ended the Q&A session early.”

      There was the sound of a door unlatching, and then someone saying, “Shh.”

      Grabbing each other’s arms, Sam and I snuck into the second row of seats, crouching down onto the ground. In the dim light, you’d have to be really looking to spot us, and hopefully they wouldn’t be.

      “Look, there’s no one here! We can be as noisy as we like. La, la, la la,” sung Andy. “Ow! What’d you do that for?”

      “I don’t want to get caught. Now, stay here and wait at least five minutes before you come out. Okay?”

      “Okay, okay, fine. Off you go.”

      Footsteps clip-clopped across the wooden stage and then down the stairs at the side. From our vantage point, I could see the woman’s legs as she went by. They were long legs. Catwalk legs. Zara’s legs. Just to confirm, I peeked my head up once she was past us, and I watched the tall platinum-haired woman as she carefully ran a palm over her head, smoothing her hair down while she walked up the center aisle.

      When she reached the back of the room, she opened the door and then paused. I guessed she was checking to see if anyone was outside. She must have decided the coast was clear, because a moment later she exited, closing the door quietly behind her.

      I hunkered down to wait. Five minutes could be quite a long time in the dark. But as it turned out, we didn’t have to wait five more minutes. Almost as soon as the back door was closed, we heard the greenroom door open again, and heavier footsteps made their way outside, across the stage, and down the stairs.

      “Five minutes? Ridiculous,” he muttered.

      When he passed us, I looked up as I had before, and confirmed what I already suspected: it was Andy. Not Very Awesome At All Andy.

      He walked out of the room with more of a carefree attitude than Zara had, swinging the door at the back open hard enough that it crashed into the back row of chairs with a thump. He then yanked it shut behind him, slamming it with a bang that seemed to make the whole auditorium shudder.

      Sam and I both got to our feet.

      “Well, that was interesting,” said Sam, an amused smile on her face.

      “Yeah. So much for them all being friends.”

      “That’s two couples in about as many minutes that don’t seem to be doing all that great, huh?” asked Sam.

      “Sure seems that way...”

      “Come on. Let’s get out of here for real this time.”

      So, following after Zara and Andy, we did exactly that.
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      Having had enough of people for the moment, I decided to try and take some pictures of food. At least food didn’t criticize my work, which is what I’m sure Andy would have done if he’d seen my recent photographs.

      The best place to take food photos aboard our ship—at least if you want to take lots of them, which I did—was the International Buffet. With a massive array of dishes from around the world in every color of the rainbow, there was plenty to snap.

      There were several rows of pre-prepared dishes, as well as another row along one wall with chef stations preparing fresh dishes on the spot. In all, there were well over a hundred different options available at lunch and dinner time, and they filled the cavernous restaurant with the different scents of a dozen different global cuisines.

      Keeping to myself, I chose a table and began to arrange plates of food to take pictures of. I tended to just put a single piece or small artistic pile on each plate; I only did fully-loaded buffet-mountain plates when I wanted to show off how much you could get on there at once. For general food shots though, less was more. Not that I was an expert, as Andy liked to remind me.

      After each shot, I did my duty toward the planet by not wasting the food, instead popping it into my mouth. Waste not, want not. There was also the added benefit that every single thing I tasted was another thing I could write about on blog posts or in articles.

      I’d gone through a sushi roll, a cheese plate, a small serving of beef bulgogi, a taster of paella, a lamb medallion with accompanying rosemary crushed potatoes and red berry jus, and six mini-scoops of different ice creams when I figured I’d eaten enough. I mean, when I figured I had enough quality shots.

      On my table sat several empty plates—I’d needed a clean one for each new shot, naturally—so I decided to take them into the kitchen. I felt bad making other staff members wait on me, especially if I was technically supposed to be working myself. I mean, I was working; it was my job to eat delicious food and document it, at least sometimes, but still, I felt it was only right that I cleaned up after myself.

      “Shall I get those for you?” asked a friendly looking busgirl.

      “Nope. I’ve got it. And I might get a few pictures in the kitchen while I’m at it.”

      “Ooh, are you with Awesome Andy?” asked the girl with some excitement.

      “Unfortunately!” I said with a laugh.

      She gave me a slightly confused look. My negative answer accompanied by my cheery attitude threw her for a loop.

      “Anyway, he’s out there too, taking pictures with Greg Washington.”

      Huh. Great.

      The girl didn’t bother to ask if I knew who Greg Washington was. She just assumed I did, because everyone on the ship did.

      He was one of the senior chefs, and a colorful, flamboyant, and often dramatic figure who just about everyone had run into at some point. While he rubbed some people the wrong way, he was a pretty good guy overall. I wondered how he was getting on with Awful Andy.

      When I arrived in the kitchen area, I dumped my plates at the wash station and scanned the room. Even with the noise of pots clanging, doors slamming, orders being shouted and the hustle and bustle of people moving around, I could hear them before I could see them.

      I could hear Greg at least.

      “Oh. My. God. How did you do that?”

      My eyes locked onto them and I walked over to Greg and Andy, who were standing next to a stainless steel prep table. Andy was holding out his camera so that Greg could see the small screen, which he was staring at in transfixed delight.

      As I got close, I snapped a couple of pictures of my own, from the side, getting some natural, unposed looking images of the pair of them before they noticed me.

      “How’s it going?” I greeted them.

      Andy flicked his eyes toward me and then back to his camera, the briefest of eyebrow raises being his only greeting.

      “Adrienne! Girl, look at this. This man is a genius!”

      I went to see what the fuss was about. Unsurprisingly, I was underwhelmed.

      “It’s a piece of cake,” I said.

      “But don’t you think he’s captured the essence of the thing? You can really see the character of the cake, don’t you think? You look at this and you think, honey, that cake has attitude.”

      I stared down at the screen again. It looked like an inert piece of cake to me, with neither character, attitude, nor any other anthropomorphic characteristics.

      “She doesn’t have an eye for it like you do,” said Andy, giving Greg a squeeze around the shoulders.

      “It looks a bit washed out against the stainless steel,” I said.

      Andy frowned at me but didn’t argue back. He knew I was right.

      I’d taken some pretty nice pictures myself, out in the buffet. I was particularly proud of one where I’d set up a slice of sushi roll to casually lean against the rest of its family, the background artistically unfocused while the rice in the foreground was caught in amazing detail. But I didn’t want to show it to Greg now, with Andy standing there. I knew it’d end in tears. My tears.

      “Now, Andy, you have to give me a camera recommendation. You just have to.” Greg spoke with such earnestness it was as if Andy would be doing him the biggest favor in the world if he would comply.

      Greg was a man of passions, and when he was passionate about something he was really passionate about it. But with the exception of cooking, those passions would often be short-lived.

      “I’ll write a couple down for you. One for if you’re really interested in becoming a pro, and one if you want to be more of an amateur.” With the final words, Andy looked my way.

      “Oh, I am interested.”

      Andy withdrew a fountain pen from his pocket and then a business card from a small silver case. On the back of the card, he began to write down the name of a camera. He wrote with bold strokes in a beautiful cursive script that annoyed me just seeing him do it. It wasn’t just the shape of his lettering that was beautiful; it was also the ink he used. It wasn’t normal blue or black, but a bright aquamarine that reminded me of the afternoon ocean near Cozumel.

      “And how much would that be, do you think?” Greg asked airily, as if money would be no object, but I could see from the wary look in his eye that it most certainly would be. I didn’t think he had much disposable income after his wardrobe budget was taken into account.

      “The base unit’s about ten, and then if you want some decent glass with it—”

      “Glass?” asked Greg with a frown.

      Andy chuckled and gave a tiny shake of his head.

      “Lenses. You need several lenses if you want to take this seriously. Anyway, for some nice glass, and some cases and bags, you’ll want to budget another five at least.”

      Greg nodded his head up and down thoughtfully, but I could tell from the way his lips were pressed together that he wasn’t quite understanding something.

      “When you say ten...”

      “Ten thousand dollars, of course,” said Andy laughing. “For some serious amateur equipment. Of course my personal collection is well into six figures.”

      I stood back and watched. I could see Greg working out how to handle what he’d just heard. There was no way he wanted to spend ten thousand dollars on a camera, no matter how excited he was at the minute. I think deep down he knew that his new passion wouldn’t last much longer than the length of the next cruise.

      “And you were going to write down another one?”

      Andy chuckled again. “Sure. I’ll write down a cheapo one for you as well, if you’re not going to be a serious hobbyist.”

      Andy wrote down another camera name and model with more big flourishing strokes of his pen. The two camera recommendations together covered the entire back of his business card.

      When Andy was done, he picked up the card and Greg reached to take it.

      “Uh, uh, uh,” said Andy, shaking his head and holding it away from Greg. He proceeded to shake it like an old Polaroid picture. “Got to let the ink dry. I use a real pen, you see.”

      Greg and I both stared at the business card as he flapped it in the air. I was pretty sure he did it longer than necessary, because it was a full minute before he was finally satisfied, and a minute is a long time to watch a man shake a little bit of card.

      “There you go.”

      Greg took the business card and I could see that even during my brief time next to the pair of them, his love for photography had already waned. I bet he wouldn’t even buy the cheaper camera. By the time we were back in port, he’d probably have a new passion.

      “Right, I think I deserve some lunch now. Don’t you?” asked Andy to us.

      No.

      “Help yourself to the buffet. We have some wonderful dishes,” said Greg, a little of his enthusiasm returning. I think he was pleased that Andy was leaving now. The talk of ten thousand dollars had frightened him.

      “It tastes even better than your pictures look,” I said with practiced innocence.

      “I doubt that,” said Andy, the annoyance in his voice clear. “Goodbye.”

      When he finally left, Greg and I looked at each other.

      “He’s something, isn’t he?” said Greg.

      “Yep. Catch you later.” I waved at him as I left, making sure to exit through a different door in case Andy was loitering outside of it.

      On the way out of the International Buffet, I grabbed a plastic cup and some iced sparkling water, tossing in a few slices of lime I liberated from the Mexican food station.

      Outside, at a quiet part of the deck, I sat on a bench and stared out at the sea. I was looking east, so there was nothing to see but sky and ocean all the way to the horizon.

      There was something about Andy that made me think. Not just thinking horrible thoughts about him—which I definitely was—but about my own life too. Was being a social media manager really what I wanted to be doing? I mean, I knew it wasn’t. Working as a journalist had always been my dream. But what I was doing now was a good stopgap, wasn’t it?

      Andy had been condescending about my photos. Maybe he was right. Maybe if I took better photos, I’d be better at my job.

      I sipped my drink, enjoying the acidic spike the lime had added to the water. Sometimes I wondered how I wound up here. How did a girl from the Cornride,  Nebraska, who grew up without ever seeing the ocean, end up on a ship out in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico, hanging out with Arrogant Andy? Some of it was great, like being with Cece and Sam and my relationship with Ethan, but there had been tough times too since I’d started working. Far tougher than anything that had happened shoreside.

      Except for one thing.

      The kidnapping last year.

      Now that I knew a bit more about the captain’s history, I wasn’t sure how it connected with what had been happening to me. What was the relationship between the captain, his drug trafficking, and my kidnappers? Was there even one? And what about the  fake housekeeper that Cece had seen boarding the ship again?

      I liked to think I would figure it all out, work out what was going on, but it was impossible not to let doubt creep in.

      I’m not sure how long I sat there, but it was long enough that Andy had time to eat his lunch and exit the buffet. I had just finished my drink and stood up to go back inside when Andy emerged. Right in front of me. Just what I didn’t want. I forced a smile anyway.

      “The food was not as good as my pictures,” he said. “It’s lucky you need neither good eyes nor a good palate for your job, isn’t it?”

      Goodness. He was the absolute worst. I’d had enough of him and decided I wasn’t even going to dignify that with a response. I was going to pointedly ignore him from now on. Unfortunately, he didn’t get to experience me ignoring him, because someone interrupted us.

      “Andy! Andy! Andy! It is you,” said a rapidly approaching woman.

      I squinted in her direction. She was another one of the VIPs I’d met while boarding, the lady I’d asked if she was a model. Raina.

      Andy glanced at me and then looked furtively over his shoulder, back inside, like he was trying to figure out an escape route.

      I decided to help by reaching out and grabbing hold of his arm, turning him toward Raina. If he didn’t want to see her, I was going to make him.

      He glared at me as I turned us both to fully face Raina.

      “Hi,” I said with a genuine grin on my lips.

      Raina beamed at me while she stretched out her arms to envelop an Awkward Andy in a giant hug.

      When she finally released him, she took a step back, joy practically radiating off her as she ran her eyes up and down him.

      This was too good.

      “How do you guys know each other?” I asked brightly.

      Raina was thrilled to explain.

      “Andy took my wedding photos two years ago! I’m so excited to see him here. It’s such a surprise!”

      She clearly hadn’t read much about the cruise she signed up for if Andy being here was a surprise. On the positive side, Andy seemed just as surprised to see her, and not too happy about it.

      “I did, didn’t I? I’d almost forgot,” said Andy.

      Raina gently swatted his arm with an open palm. “Oh, you. Like you could forget me. Now, I’ve been trying to get in contact with you, but your secretary doesn’t seem to pass on my messages.”

      Gee, I wonder why.

      “Oh, is that so? What’s it about?” Andy asked his question in exactly the way you would say it if you really didn’t want to know what she wanted, but were forced to ask by social convention. Because that’s exactly what was happening.

      Raina looked around the deck and then gave me an awkward smile.

      “I have a proposition for you—” Andy winced at that “—a rather lucrative one. There could be a lot of money in it for you, Andy. Six figures. Come along and let’s talk in private.”

      Raina stepped forward and I was delighted to step aside so that she could link her arm with his before he could even respond. I wasn’t sure if Raina was completely clueless as to how uninterested Andy was in talking with her, or whether she was just ignoring it. I suspected the latter.

      “Six figures?” said Andy in a small but curious voice. It seemed money could get his attention at least.

      “Oh yes, definitely.” She turned to me. “Lovely to see you again, Adrienne.”

      I beamed back at her. She remembered my name even though we’d only met briefly. I was liking her more and more. “Have a good meeting!”

      With a happy smile, I waved them off. I was burning with curiosity, though.

      What on earth could be worth six figures? I didn’t think photography paid that much.

      I slowly ambled along behind them. Coincidentally, they were going in the same direction I was—toward Minnie’s café.

      The café itself was mostly outdoors, arranged around rows of giant planters filled with trees and shrubs which overhang the seating areas. Due to the placement of the planters, several different sections to the café were created by the divisions made by the trees.

      Raina led Andy to a secluded table for two, surrounded by potted bamboo that soared up eight feet above them. I walked past where they had gone in.

      “Adrienne! Stop!”

      Surprised, I looked to see who was calling me and was delighted to see Cece. I motioned for her to come toward me urgently. With an excited smile playing on her lips, she did exactly that.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      I nodded my head toward where Raina and Andy were sitting.

      “There’s something weird going on with those two and I want to know what it is.”

      “Ooh, are we spying?”

      I shook my head with a frown. “Of course not! We’re just indulging some idle curiosity. Just now Raina—that’s the woman—she said she had a six-figure proposition for Andy. Doesn’t that sound weird?”

      “Seems like a lot of money for taking pictures,” said Cece nodding. “Is that possible? I bet I could take awesome pictures. Do you think she’d hire me?”

      “You don’t even have a camera,” I said with a laugh.

      She shrugged. “How much could a camera cost?”

      “Got ten grand to spare?”

      She blanched at the figure. “Are you kidding me?”

      I shook my head. “According to Andy, that’s what you should be spending on a high-quality amateur camera.”

      “Maybe I’ll stick with cleaning rooms for now.”

      We leaned back against the railing of the ship, keeping Andy and Raina in view. Of course they were too far away for us to hear what they were saying, but we could read the body language. Andy was awkward, while Raina was friendly. Possibly more than friendly.

      “She’s seriously flirting with him,” said Cece, amused.

      “But he was her wedding photographer!”

      “Well, we already know he doesn’t have any qualms about stepping into other people’s relationships,” said Cece with a shrug.

      “How do you know that?” I asked with a frown.

      “Oh, I ran into Sam. She told me what you guys saw earlier.”

      “Look, she just put her hand on his wrist, but he pulled it back,” I said, nodding my head that way.

      “Maybe she doesn’t want to pay him for photos,” said Cece with a wicked grin.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, maybe she has something else in mind. You know, like in Pretty Woman.”

      “Yeah, right. With him? Six figures?”

      Cece giggled. “Hey, if you’ve got the cash…”

      “I wouldn’t pay six dollars, let alone six figures,” I said shaking my head.

      Cece raised her eyebrows at me. “But you would pay?”

      “No!” I said punching her in the arm.

      “Well what if he paid you?”

      “Cece!”

      She was doubled over with laughter now. She loved teasing me, especially about things she knew would make me blush. This was a classic case in point.

      “Look,” she hissed, straightening back up.

      Andy was shaking his head and standing up at the same time. He left Raina behind at the table. They hadn’t even stayed long enough to order a drink.

      “She doesn’t look like she’s given up.”

      Raina was leaning back in her chair, a finger twirling in her hair as she watched Andy hurry away and a slightly amused look on her face. It wasn’t the look of someone who had been defeated, not by a long shot.

      “Is that the entertainment over?”

      “Looks like it. I’d better make a move.”

      Cece yawned and nodded. “Me too. There’s a siesta with my name on it in an empty VIP suite downstairs.”

      I hugged her and waved her off.

      I wouldn’t be taking a siesta. It was time to start sending out all the pictures I’d taken onto the social media feeds.

      As they say, there’s no rest for the wicked.

      Or me.
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      By the time early evening rolled around, I had mostly gotten over how rude Awesome Andy had been to me and was settling back to my normal self.

      Seeing him being annoyed and flustered by Raina had certainly helped.

      All in all, it had been an eventful day. I’d been up much earlier than usual thanks to my breakfast date the Croissant Club.

      I hadn’t seen or heard from Ethan since, and I was wondering if we were still on for tomorrow. But it turned out I didn’t need to wonder. As I was making my way along the outside deck just before sunset, I ran into First Officer Hot Stuff himself.

      He was of course still wearing the same bright white and gold uniform as he had been this morning. We were both still on duty.

      “Adrienne,” he said with a smile upon seeing me. “How’s it going?” He leaned against the railing in a casual pose. It would make an excellent picture. Or maybe it was just because of the subject that I thought that. “Are the photographers behaving themselves?”

      I laughed and immediately felt comfortable again. The earlier awkwardness from the morning seemed to disappear as we slipped into easy familiarity.

      “The passenger photographers are fine.”

      “And the professionals?”

      “Don’t ask,” I said, shaking my head with a small laugh.

      “It’s like that, is it? I won’t ask then. If you feel like opening up later though, or just need to rant, how about dinner?”

      “Dinner?” That took me by surprise. I thought we were just doing breakfast dates now. But I guess if he had time, I wasn’t opposed to it. In fact, I would enjoy some quality time with him. “That sounds good.” There was a buzzing from the pocket of my jeans. “One sec,” I said, pulling out my phone.

      It was a message from Sam.

      Unfortunately, it looked like Awesome Andy was again not being in any way awesome.

      According to her message, he was supposed to be mingling with the photographer guests at the pre-dinner meet and greet. The problem was that he was neither meeting nor greeting. He wasn’t there. Awesome Andy was being Absent Andy.

      “Ugh!” I groaned. “I’ve got to go. I’ll let you know about dinner.”

      “Got another fire to put out?” He said, raising his eyebrows and giving me a sympathetic look.

      “Yeah, pretty much. A missing photographer and some antsy passengers. Catch you later.”

      We waved goodbye to each other. We definitely weren’t at the stage of public displays of affection out on the deck in public. I wasn’t sure if we ever would be. It probably wouldn’t look professional for a first officer, or indeed any other member of staff, to be seen smooching where the passengers could see them.

      I found Sam in the lounge where Andy was supposed to be schmoozing.

      “Still no sign of him?”

      Sam shook her head. “Nope. Any ideas?”

      “I saw him just after lunch. It looked like he was heading inside toward his cabin, but I haven’t seen him since. Come on. Let’s go for a walk and see if we can track him down.”

      The photography passengers seemed to be happy enough in the lounge. There was a table set up at one end with an array of drinks, and the handsome young blond bartender who usually worked in Hemingway’s was handing them out. He certainly seemed to be keeping the ladies pleased anyway, having drawn a small crowd of the gray-haired set around him.

      Linking arms, we left the lounge and headed outside to walk around the outside of the ship toward the VIP area. Andy, like Xavier and Zara, had managed to snag himself one of the suites. I guessed it was one of the perks of the job for him.

      It was almost sunset, and there weren’t many people around. We were on the wrong side of the ship to admire the setting sun. At this time of the day, most people were inside getting ready for dinner.

      We walked at quite a brisk pace until Sam suddenly snatched my arm. She gestured ahead of us, where a row of planters full of bushes was set up between the walking path along the edge of the ship and outer wall of the interior.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I thought I saw someone. A girl.”

      “Did you? I was looking out to sea,” I said with a frown. “Why would a girl be going back there?”

      Sam poked me with a finger.

      “You know why.” She gave me a knowing look. “You were young once, you know.”

      I blushed. It wasn’t just because I realized what she was getting at, but also because she was implying I was no longer young. That didn’t exactly seem fair, since we were exactly the same age.

      Sam held on to my arm and led us forward with quiet steps. She had a finger up against her lips. She didn’t want to disturb them.

      As we walked past the planters, we both peeked to the left. It wasn’t that we wanted to intrude, but we were curious. Who wouldn’t be?

      The dark green bushes were thick, and it wasn’t easy to see who was back there in the dim light, though there was a gap that gave me a clear view for only a second or two. I squeezed Sam’s arm in surprise when I saw who it was.

      We hurried up the deck so that we were away from the clandestine meeting before we spoke. As we had passed the amorous couple, there had been the distinct sound of lips smacking against each other.

      “Was that who I think it was?” said my friend once we were in the clear.

      “You say who you think it was, and I’ll tell you whether I thought it was the same.”

      “It was hard to tell through that little gap, but I’m pretty sure that was Jessica, wasn’t it?”

      I’d had the exact same thought. “Yep. I guess she and Rick made up. I knew they would. They’re on honeymoon after all, right?”

      Of course it had only been Jessica we had seen, and even that was just the side of her head. We probably wouldn’t have given it a second thought if not for what happened next.

      As we approached the outside of the VIP area, we headed back inside. As we did so, we almost bumped into a man. A young man. A rather annoyed looking young man. One who happened to be on his honeymoon.

      “Rick!” I said, unable to mask the shock in my voice.

      He gave me a curious look and tilted his head at me. “The cleaner,” he said shaking his head. “Hi.”

      “I’m not the cleaner. I’m the social media manager. I was just helping out, remember?”

      When I finished correcting him, I felt annoyed at myself. There was no shame in being a cleaner—or housekeeper as was the correct title. Maybe it was just because he didn’t seem to remember me or what I told him before that annoyed me.

      Rick didn’t stay and chat. He just pushed past us and exited the interior of the ship. I guessed he didn’t have much time for housekeepers or social media managers.

      “Are we sure it was Jessica we saw?” Sam said once he was gone. We were standing just inside the entrance where it was pleasantly warm compared to outside, where the temperature was rapidly dropping as night approached.

      “Yep. I guess it wasn’t Rick she was with back there.”

      “Oh no. Do you think we should tell him?”

      “Didn’t seem like he wanted to talk to us. And he’s gone now anyway. It’s probably best if we don’t get involved in the love lives of our passengers. Don’t you think?”

      Sam seemed to hesitate, like she wanted to run after Rick and tell him that his new bride was cheating on him behind the pot plants. Finally, she shook her head to herself, her short blonde locks swinging in the air.

      “I guess you’re right. We’ve got to find Arrogant Andy anyway.”

      We set off, into the restricted VIP area and up to the level where our target’s stateroom was located. As we approached the door to Andy’s stateroom, it swung open as if to welcome us. Of course, that wasn’t what was actually happening.

      “It looks like we’re in luck,” I said.

      When we saw who walked out, Sam shook her head and then pressed her mouth up near my ear to whisper.

      “More like Andy was in luck. Or getting lucky.”

      Raina exited Andy’s room, turning in the direction opposite of where we stood, and walking down the hallway. She hadn’t even noticed us.

      “Is there something in the air this time or what?” Sam had a grin on her face while she spoke. “That’s the third couple we’ve seen today.”

      “It’s bizarre, isn’t it? I’m not sure anything was going on there though. I saw Raina talking to Andy earlier, and he didn’t seem very into it. She had some kind of business proposition for him.”

      “Photography business?”

      “Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “Cece thinks it may have been more of a… personal kind of business, if you know what I mean.” I wriggled my eyebrows at her until she knew exactly what I meant.

      “Yeah, right. Like anyone would pay for that with him.”

      “That’s what I said.” I started walking toward the now closed the door. “Now let’s see if we can drag him out.”

      I rang the doorbell outside the room.

      “Go away! I told you I’m not interested!”

      Sam and I exchanged bemused looks, and I rang the doorbell again.

      “Hello? Andy? It’s Adrienne!”

      “Raina?”

      “No! Adrienne! You’re late!” I finished by hammering on the door with the side of my fist, which I immediately regretted. Once again, I’d forgotten that the doors around here were all fashioned from thick steel.

      The door unlocked and then swung open, revealing a rather distressed looking Andy.

      “Is everything all right?” asked Sam with more concern in her voice than I would’ve been able to muster.

      “I thought you were someone else.”

      “Raina, right?” I said with an appraising look.

      Andy sighed. “Yes. Raina.”

      “Who is she?” asked Sam.

      Of course we both knew who she was in the sense that she was a VIP passenger aboard the ship. But we didn’t know much about her as a person. All I knew was that she was rich enough to afford the VIP stateroom and offer Andy six figures for some kind of ‘business’ proposition.

      “She’s just a fan. An annoying one. She’s so rich she thinks she can buy anything she wants. She can’t seem to understand I’m not interested in her proposals.”

      “Well,” said Sam with a smile, “it must’ve been an interesting proposal.”

      Andy just shook his head, neither confirming nor denying anything.

      “Andy, you’re supposed to be having drinks with the passengers in the lounge, doing a meet and greet, remember? They’re all waiting for you.”

      I had been torn between two choices as to what to say to him.

      Option one was telling him that they were waiting for him so that he would feel guilty.

      Option two was telling him that they were all perfectly happy without him, and thus damaging his ego.

      Even those I chose the former, I was secretly hoping that when he did finally get there, he would notice he hadn’t been missed at all, hitting him the double whammy of guilt plus a bruised ego. There was something about Awful Andy that seemed to bring out the mean streak in me that I didn’t know I had. One of Andy’s untapped talents, I supposed.

      Andy slapped his hand against the wall in frustration.

      “I completely forgot about it.” He looked at Sam. “Sorry about that.”

      Sam just shrugged in response. “Are you ready? Let’s go.”

      “Let me grab my jacket. I bet they’re all going crazy wondering where I am. I feel so bad for them all.”

      After he’d grabbed a sports jacket from inside, we led the rather miserable Andy to the meet and greet session, us ahead and him trailing behind us.
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      That evening, I ended up having dinner with Sam. Cece was on a date with Dr. Ryan, the ship’s handsome young head doctor. They’d been seeing each other for a while, but she never let us know too much about her relationship. I was never sure whether they were dating or just spending time together.

      “No Hot Stuff tonight, huh?”

      I shook my head and stabbed my fork into a piece of chicken. We were eating in the staff canteen, and I’d chosen the chicken curry for a change. It at least had a decent kick of flavor to it, unlike a lot of the bland offerings available down here in our staff dungeon.

      “Nope. The captain was supposed to be hosting a meal for some of the VIPs, but he called in sick. Ethan had to take his spot. We’re still on for breakfast tomorrow though.”

      “Croissant Club every morning?”

      I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. “For the moment.”

      “Disaster! Disaster! Disaster!” I knew who it was even before she appeared beside us.

      Of course it was Kelly, waving her hands in the air in urgent consternation.

      “How’s it going? Everything good with you?” asked Sam with an innocent smile.

      Under the table, I gave her a gentle kick. She was being a bit mean to Kelly.

      “No! It’s a disaster! I need your help.”

      I hoped I wouldn’t have to give another lecture. I had gotten lucky with the history of photography talk, but I didn’t think I’d be able to pull off another one.

      “What is it? And bear in mind, I haven’t agreed to anything yet.”

      Kelly was dressed all in lime green today, including the four plastic bracelets which hung from her right wrist, which clicked together as she moved her arms around while she spoke.

      “The photographers are booked for the pool deck tomorrow. But so are the Silver Surfers.”

      The Silver Surfers were a club that Swan ran for our older guests who enjoyed water aerobics and other aquatic activities.

      “Oh dear. How did that happen?”

      Kelly hopped from foot to foot uncomfortably. “I messed up. You’ve got to help.”

      “I’m not teaching water aerobics if that’s what you getting at,” I said shaking my head.

      “No, no. Nothing like that. I’ve had to reschedule. I moved the photography to the event space at the stern of the deck. You know, the outside one?”

      Sam and I exchanged a look. We knew the exact space. Before Kelly had joined the ship, someone had been murdered there. We weren’t about to forget it anytime soon.

      “Yeah, we know it.”

      “I printed out the new schedule but I need you to deliver it up to Awesome Andy and Xavier and Zara. Oh, and send out messages to the photography passengers. Can you do that for me?”

      “Is that it?” I asked suspiciously. This seemed to be too easy for something Kelly had described as a disaster.

      “Yep. That’s it. Can you do it?”

      “Sure.”

      “Oh, yay!” Kelly clapped her hands together and jumped for joy—literally. She pulled out the papers she had tucked under her arm. “Here you go!” Kelly set down the pair of new schedules onto the table for us to deliver to the photography experts. “I’ve got to go now, I’ve got a trillion things to do before the morning. Thanks a million!”

      “Bye!” we called after her.

      We watched Kelly hurry off with amused expressions on our faces. She really was something else.

      “I guess that gives us something to do this evening,” said Sam.

      “Yeah, I was just thinking we haven’t been busy enough.” We both giggled and started to wolf down the rest of our dinner.

      When we were done, it was time to deliver the schedules.
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      We had to visit both Xavier and Awesome Andy, and for once, luck was on my side. We’d barely made our way out of the crew section of the ship when who did we run into? None other than Xavier himself. We were in the large atrium, outside the casino and near the International Buffet.

      “Look, it’s Xavier!” Sam, pointed excitedly.

      “So it is. For once, one of Kelly’s little disasters may not be too much of a burden for us after all.”

      “Excuse me? Xavier?”

      He didn’t seem to hear us, even though we were only a little bit behind him.

      “X!” I tried.

      He turned around immediately, a smile on his lips. He really did like being called X rather than Xavier.

      “Good evening, ladies.”

      “We’ve got a small change in schedule tomorrow. I wanted to give you your copy of the amended one. The most important thing to note is that our location has changed from the pool deck to outdoor event space B.”

      “Okay, no problem. Thanks for letting me know. You’ll inform the participants?”

      “Of course,” said Sam with a professional smile. “Are you alone this evening? No Zara?”

      Xavier shook his head. “No, she decided to call it an early night. Said she needed some alone time to recuperate. She says being at sea is exhausting. Told me to go out and make sure I wasn’t back for at least a couple of hours,” he chuckled. “Women need their beauty sleep, right?”

      Sam and I exchange uncertain glances and then nodded at him. After what we’d seen Zara up to earlier that day, the idea of him being kicked out of his room for several hours was somewhat suspicious.

      “All right. I don’t suppose you’ve seen Andy, have you? Are you meeting him now?”

      Xavier held out his phone and tapped at the screen. “Nope. Just got a message from him. It seems that he needs his beauty sleep too! Look at this—” He showed me his phone. “He’s turning in early as well! Looks like I’m a lone wolf tonight.”

      Sam and I exchanged another pair of glances. Both Zara and Andy had gone to bed early? And Xavier was banned from his own room? It wasn’t our job to intrude, but I would have been surprised if Andy and Zara weren’t together right at that very moment.

      “I’m going to go get some fresh air,” said Xavier. “And then maybe grab a cocktail. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      We waved him off before turning back to each other.

      “Zara and Andy, huh? They’re awful, aren’t they?” said Sam.

      “They are awful. Maybe they deserve each other.”

      “Yeah. But poor Xavier.”

      “Mmhmm,” I said noncommittally. He hadn’t exactly endeared himself to me during our first meeting earlier that day.

      “Come on. If Andy isn’t in his room, we’ll just stick this on the door.”

      We walked down one of the brightly lit hallways away from the main atrium, past the Cocktail Club where I’d had a drink with Kelly the night before. I glanced in as we were passing and was surprised to see Greg Washington inside. And he was not alone.

      He was with Jessica’s husband, Rick.

      Indicating for Sam to stop, I jerked my head in the direction of the bar.

      “Do you need a drink?” asked Sam with a curious smile.

      “Not that. Look who it is. It’s Rick. Without his wife. And he’s drinking with Greg.”

      We strolled over toward the bar. We didn’t even have to go inside to hear them. Drunk people are so noisy. Rick definitely seemed to be drunk, working on becoming even more so. Greg was usually the noisiest of any group, but this time, he was being more than outdone by his new drinking companion.

      “… it’s a shcam. Marriage. All of it. Wives, weddings…” he paused to think before continuing, “…ceremonies, bridal showers, batchelor parties… weddings, did I say weddings?”

      “You did. And as a confirmed bachelor, I can’t help but agree,” said Greg, raising a pink drink into the air and clinking it against Rick’s bottle of beer. He took a sip from the straw, resting his elbow on the bar and his chin on his hand as he waited for Rick to continue.

      “She’s an airhead, you know. Only wanted me for my money. Can’t believe I fell for it. I mean, I’d divorce her—but you know how much that would cost me?”

      “A lot?”

      “No. A lot.”

      Sam and I giggled at how little sense Rick was making. But it was also sad. He did seem to be genuinely upset about what had happened between him and his wife.

      “Man, you should have had one of those prenuptial agreements like the Hollywood people do,” said Greg, slapping Rick on the back.

      “I do! I do! I’ve got one!”

      “Then divorce her. Annul it. You won’t have to pay her anything, right?”

      We could see Rick shaking his head sadly.

      “No. I was an idiot. With my prenup, it only kicks in if she cheats on me. And who would cheat with her? She’s a stupid airhead.”

      “Some guys like that,” said Greg, his tone, indicating that he was certainly not one of those kind of guys. I knew that much was true.

      “Yeah, people flirt with her all the time. But I’m sure they’re just being polite.” He paused to hiccup and take another gulp of beer, finishing the bottle. “She such an airhead. Did I say that already?”

      Rick leaned over to put his arm around Greg’s shoulder for some sympathy, but as he did so, he fell clean off the barstool he was sitting on. Luckily for him, Greg wasn’t quite as drunk and put out an arm to catch him as he fell.

      While Greg didn’t completely stop his rapid descent to the floor, he did manage to slow it somewhat. Rick hit the floor with a gentle thump, confusion plain on his face.

      Rick immediately bounced back to his feet, his cheeks red with embarrassment.

      “I think my chair is a bit unshtable.” Rick grabbed his drink off the bar and walked around Greg to sit on a different barstool on the other side of him.

      Once he was seated, he held onto the counter with two hands, making a show of testing whether the new stool was wobbly. It wasn’t. But then again, neither was the last one.

      “You sure you’re all right, man?” asked Greg.

      “I’m fine. Except for my no good wife.”

      “Come on,” I said, pushing Sam gently on the small of her back. “That’s enough unhappy marriages for the moment. Let’s go give this to Andy.”

      As we left the Cocktail Club, the conversation between Greg and Rick carried on but it seemed to be going in circles. Rick kept repeating the same opinions about his wife and the whole institution of marriage over and over, while Greg just agreed sympathetically.

      In retrospect, I think Greg was just there for the free drinks.

      I kind of wished we’d joined him.
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      I was hoping Andy wouldn’t be in his room. That he would actually be off with Zara.

      Not that I wanted them to be cheating with each other. I just didn’t want to see Andy again.

      “All of their rooms are on this floor,” said Sam in a soft tone. There was always a bit of a hushed atmosphere in the luxury section of the ship. Unless you were with Cece, anyway. “They all got VIP suites.”

      “It’s all right for some, isn’t it?”

      We had already passed by Jessica and Rick’s room, which I had helped Cece clean, and it was only a short walk down the hall to Andy’s.

      “Look at that,” said Sam shaking her head.

      I knew what she meant. Outside Andy’s room was a nameplate, which had been filled in with his name. Only it didn’t have his proper name; it had his nickname. Awesome Andy.

      “I’m surprised no one’s changed it,” I said with a mischievous smile.

      “Yeah? To what?”

      “Take your pick. Arrogant Andy. Annoying Andy. Awful Andy.”

      “Abominable Andy?” suggested Sam.

      “That’s the spirit! Ooh, how about this? Adulterous Andy.”

      We both giggled at that for a moment, and then I sighed, feeling guilty.

      “Maybe I’m being too mean,” I said. “You should’ve heard what he said to me, though. It wasn’t just what he said. It was the way he said it. So condescending.”

      “If he made you feel that way, then he definitely deserves it. You’re one of the nicest people I know. Anyone who makes you feel bad deserves whatever they get.”

      “Thank you. All right. Let’s get this over with.”

      Andy’s door was slightly ajar, so we were pretty sure he was home. Unfortunately.

      “Should we just shove it through the crack?” suggested Sam.

      “Better not. He might miss it if it’s just on the floor. And I know he’d blame me. No, I’ll hand it over to him in person.”

      I pressed the doorbell. Like all of the VIP suites, it was an ornate lion’s head doorbell, with the button right in the center of the lion’s mouth. With the door opened just a crack, we could hear the distant dingdong from the speakers inside the suite, letting him know that he had a guest.

      “Guess he’s going to keep us waiting,” said Sam after about a dozen seconds had passed.

      “Not if I can help it.” I pressed the button again, three times in quick succession.

      I stood there, tapping my foot, arms crossed, waiting for him to show. He didn’t.

      “You don’t suppose he left the door open for Zara, do you?” I said after there was no response.

      Sam snickered. “What, and he’s lying there naked on the bed, waiting for her to let herself in?”

      I shuddered at the thought.

      “Look, the door’s open. Let’s just go and stick it on the big table. He’ll have to see it there. And if he’s waiting in the bedroom, he’ll have to keep waiting.”

      “If he is, let’s go and have a peek.”

      I punched her on the arm. “Let’s not.”

      I pressed the doorbell once more, just in case. Once the ring had faded, there was nothing but silence.

      He definitely wasn’t coming to us.

      “Come on.” Sam pushed the door open and immediately began to walk inside.

      I followed after her. I don’t know what we would have done if the door had been locked. It would have made the night a lot easier, in retrospect. But the door was open, and what happened, happened.

      “Let’s put it over there,” Sam gestured with a finger toward the dining table. “We can prop it up against the flower vase.”

      Sam was halfway across the room before she stopped. A few seconds later, she screamed.

      Not the little yelp you give when you see a mouse scurrying across the floor.

      Not the ouch you give when you grab something way too hot just out of the oven.

      This was a full-on scream.

      And when my best friend screams right in front of me, what do I do? That’s right. I screamed too. It was like an immediate reaction to her outburst. I didn’t even know what I was screaming at, but scream I did.

      Sam raised her arm and pointed to the left-hand side of the room, not to the dining table I’d been looking at.

      There were a pair of sofas on either side of a glass coffee table. But she wasn’t pointing at the sofas. She was pointing at what was on one of them. Or rather who was on it.

      I followed her around and stared at the sofa. Sitting right in the middle of it, so there was room on either side of him for two more people to join him, was Andy. Andy sat open-mouthed and open-eyed, with a single round open wound on his forehead. A bullet hole.

      “He’s… he’s dead,” said Sam needlessly.

      “Yep.” Awesome Andy had left the building.

      “What do we do?” Sam had her hands balled into fists, holding them against her pale cheeks. It looked like she was shivering too.

      Unfortunately, I knew exactly what to do. This wasn’t my first rodeo. With a sigh, I pulled out my phone.

      First things first.  Time to call in Ethan. It didn’t look like our ship’s first officer was going to escape having an evening with me, after all.

      “Here we go again…”

      I pressed dial to connect the call and report the murder.
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      “Well, the photography cruise is ruined, isn’t it?” said Sam, crossing her arms with a frown and an accusatory look toward the body.

      “Maybe,” I said as I gave my own stare of annoyance at the open, lifeless eyes of Andy across the room. Even in death, he was irritating. “But we’ll see what corporate says.”

      “Yeah, but Andy was our expert. I don’t see how it could even continue without him.”

      “Maybe you’re right. But we’ll see…”

      Without needing to say it, Sam and I walked away from Andy back toward the door. Neither of us wanted to stand too close to the body. While I don’t exactly believe in auras or other supernatural things like that, there did seem to be a bad vibe around the body. A kind of coldness seeming to emanate from him—from it.

      “I’ve never discovered a body before,” said Sam with a frown.

      “It’s not much fun, is it?” This wasn’t the first body I had found, unfortunately.

      “Hold on. I think I hear something.”

      Sure enough, several sets of footsteps hurried down the normally serene VIP corridor, presumably toward us. We both looked at the door expectantly, and a moment later, Dr. Ryan and First Officer Ethan Lee flew into the room, with a couple more security guards hurrying in quickly behind them.

      “Adrienne, what happened?”

      I stared at the white shirt of Ethan’s uniform. For once, it wasn’t perfect. There was a tiny red stain that I guessed was marinara sauce or something similar. He always looked so perfect; it was strange to see him even slightly unkempt. He was probably still in the Captain’s Club, hosting the dinner he’d canceled our date for, when we’d interrupted him.

      “Adrienne?”

      “Sorry. It’s been a bit of a long evening.” I’d been in a world of my own, staring at his shirt, apparently more surprised by that stain than the dead body across the room. “We were coming to give Andy a new schedule for tomorrow. The door was open. But then when we came in…” I grimaced, figuring it would suffice. Sam thought otherwise, however, and decided to clarify.

      “He was dead. Sitting on the sofa. It looks like he’s been shot in the head.” Sam was biting her lip, and she had her arms crossed in front of her, pulled up tight against her body as if comforting herself.

      “Did you check the other rooms? To see if anyone’s here?”

      I looked at Sam. She looked back at me with something akin to panic.

      What if there was a murderer in here, hiding, while we’d been waiting? We hadn’t even thought about it. How long had we stood there by the door, waiting, with a possible killer just a few steps away?

      “We didn’t check.”

      Ethan nodded in approval. “Good. You did the right thing. Obviously whoever did this is very dangerous. Searching the rooms would have been foolhardy.”

      Yes, that was definitely what we’d been doing—being safe. It totally wasn’t that we hadn’t even thought about it.

      Ethan turned to his two security guards. “Come with me.”

      Each of them drawing a weapon, they headed into the master bedroom suite.

      Sam and Dr. Ryan and I stood there nervously, hoping we wouldn’t hear any commotion. On tenterhooks, we listened for signs of struggle. Thankfully, they never came.

      “Clear!” said Ethan as he emerged from the master bedroom. “We’ll check the other one now.”

      As with Rick and Jessica’s suite, there were two bedrooms here. Ethan and his men walked across the marble floor, serious expressions on their faces, alert eyes scanning across the room, reaching into every corner, and under every table, as they moved.

      They didn’t spend long in the second bedroom. After a few tense seconds, they were back, Ethan walking toward us at the front and his two men walking side by side behind him. They had all holstered their weapons.

      “There’s no one here. They must have left before you got here. Dr. Ryan, why don’t you have a quick look at the body? We’ll discuss the logistics of getting it down to sickbay. Adrienne, Sam, let’s have a chat.” He turned back to his two men. “Stand outside and make sure no one comes in. If anyone asks what’s going on, tell them it’s confidential. Don’t mention Andy’s death to anyone yet. And no one is to come in. Okay?”

      “Yes, sir!” The two security guards, one man and one woman, both appearing to be in their mid-twenties, replied in unison with sharp salutes. They exited the room and pulled the door until it was almost closed behind them.

      Sam and I followed Ethan across the room and then outside onto the suite’s balcony.

      “We shouldn’t accidentally upset any evidence out here,” said Ethan. “What do we know? Any ideas who would want him dead?”

      I took a moment to breathe in some of the cool night air before answering. It was a fresh evening, and the air somehow felt so much cleaner than what we had been breathing inside. As if the suite had been contaminated by Andy’s untimely death. As if the very atmosphere of the room itself had become toxic. I was glad Ethan had led us outside.

      “Zara.”

      Ethan looked at Sam, her single-word announcement drawing his interest.

      “Zara is dating Xavier, the other guy running the photography cruise,” I explained to Ethan. While he knew Andy and Xavier, I wasn’t sure if he knew Zara yet. He sure would soon.

      “She didn’t like Andy?”

      I shook my head.

      “They’re having an affair,” said Sam. “Well, they were. I bet she’s linked to his death in some way. If it wasn’t her, then maybe she’s the indirect cause. Maybe Xavier found out about them and… put a stop to it?”

      I nodded. That made sense. A jealous boyfriend could’ve killed his love rival.

      “That’s not all, though. There’s Raina, too.”

      Ethan furrowed his brow. “Raina? Traveling alone, right?”

      “Yep.” It was interesting that he decided to describe her as ‘traveling alone’ rather than the fact that she was an attractive woman. I wondered if Ethan had even noticed. Maybe he just had eyes for me, I mused hopefully.

      “What about her? Did she have some kind of issue with Andy?”

      “There was something going on between her and him. I don’t know if he had an affair with her as well, but she was really interested in him. I heard her offer him six figures for some kind of business proposition.”

      “Six figures? What kind of proposition? He’s only a photographer, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah,” I said nodding. “That’s why I found the offer so surprising. You don’t exactly expect a photographer to make that much, right?”

      “I wouldn’t have thought so,” said Ethan shaking his head. “Anything else?”

      “Yeah. I saw her coming out of Andy’s room the other day. Yesterday. When we—Cece and I—knocked on his door a moment after, he thought we were Raina. He shouted that he wasn’t interested.”

      “Wasn’t interested?”

      “Right. He claimed he wasn’t interested in the business proposition. But Cece thinks it was something else. She thinks it wasn’t exactly business that she was propositioning him with.”

      Ethan’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? Six figures? Him.”

      “That’s what I said. But Cece thinks I’m naïve.”

      “If you’re being naïve, then I’m just as unworldly as you. Six figures…” He was shaking his head in disbelief. And probably we were right. Cece was the one who likely had it all wrong.

      “I’d be surprised if he could get six dollars,” said Sam with a frown.

      “I said that too!”

      I was just about to repeat Cece’s joke about Sam being willing to pay something for the pleasure of Andy’s company. But with him sitting on the sofa inside with a bullet in his head, it didn’t somehow seem appropriate. Shame. I would’ve enjoyed teasing Sam the same way Cece got me.

      “Did you hear something?” said Ethan, tilting his head back toward the inside of the cabin. “It sounded like screaming!”

      I hadn’t been paying attention to the inside. I’d been listening to the gentle evening breeze in the background, and of course Sam and Ethan. But now that he mentioned it, there did seem to be some kind of commotion.

      With a worried frown, Ethan walked back inside through the sliding french doors, and I followed along with Sam. Now we could hear better.

      “Let me in! Let me in! Let me in!” came the shrieking voice from outside.

      Although it was completely inappropriate, I couldn’t help but smile. It was Kelly, throwing a tantrum at being denied entry. I guessed Ethan’s security guards had taken him a little too literally at his word.

      “It’s okay,” called Ethan across the room toward the front door. “You can let her in. She’s the cruise manager.” He turned back to us. “I called her on my way over here, but I guess I forgot to mention it to my guys.”

      He shook his head ruefully.

      We met Kelly by the entrance to the room, our three bodies blocking her view of the sofa where Andy was still sitting while Dr. Ryan continued his cursory examination.

      Kelly was red-faced, though it wasn’t as red as the bright red dress she was wearing, nor the bright red lipstick she had on.

      She’d been wearing all lime green when I saw her earlier. I guess she’d gone back to her room, undressed, and gotten her outfit ready for the next day. When Ethan called, she put on tomorrow’s clothing. At least I hoped that’s what happened, and that she didn’t decide to put on blood red clothing to match the hole in Andy’s head. I shuddered at the thought of it.

      “What’s happening?” She stepped to the right, a few brisk sidesteps, trying to peer around us at what was behind.

      “Andy’s dead. You don’t want to look. Trust me.”

      Kelly cocked her head at me for a moment, and then with half a dozen quick steps she slipped between us and stared at the sofa. I barely managed to cover my ears before the scream that I was expecting erupted from between her lips. Ethan and Sam were a bit too slow, and they both winced as they put their own hands against their own heads just a bit too late.

      After ten seconds or so, Kelly regained control of herself and stopped screaming. When she turned around, her red face had gone ashen.

      “Awesome Andy… He’s dead…”

      “Shot through the head,” said Sam.

      Kelly started shaking her head to herself, and saying under her breath, “Oh no, oh no, oh no. Shoot, shoot, shoot.”

      Shoot was indeed what someone had done. I didn’t tell her, though. I thought it might bring on another scream and I’d had just about enough screaming for one evening.

      While she kept repeating the two phrases alternately, my phone buzzed as I received a message.

      I pulled it out and looked at the screen. It was from Cece.  Hey! Did you just ruin my HOT date with another one of your bodies? Not fair!

      The end of the message was filled with angry emojis. Three whole lines of them.

      I had to stop myself from smirking as I put the phone back into my pocket. Despite the tragic situation, I couldn’t help but be amused by Cece’s response.

      When I looked up again, Kelly had stopped her panicked chant and now had her hands on her hips and a determined look on her face.

      “Adrienne! Sam!”

      “Yes?”

      “We have to keep this a secret. We can’t tell the passengers that Andy’s been murdered. People will think this ship is cursed if they hear that. You’re going to have to tell all the photography passengers that Andy is very sick. So sick he can’t even get out of bed—”

      “Or off the sofa?” suggested Sam. She earned an angry glare from Kelly in response.

      “This can’t get out on social media, Adrienne. Okay?”

      “Well, I can assure you I won’t be putting up pictures of the body,” I said with a nod.

      Kelly seemed pleased with that.

      “Why couldn’t things just go smoothly for once?” she groaned. “It’s like I’m cursed, isn’t it? Do you think I’m cursed? Is it me causing these deaths?”

      “No, Kelly, it’s just some bad—”

      “I knew it!” Her hands moved from her hips to her head, clutching it. “I’m cursed. How many more are going to die because of me?”

      While I grabbed Kelly’s shoulders to try and squeeze and shake some sense into her, Sam put a hand over her own mouth. I knew why. She was covering up the fact that she was about to start giggling at Kelly’s reaction.

      I squeezed the cruise director’s petite shoulders hard. “You’re not cursed. It’s just a string of bad luck. It’s got nothing to do with you. We need you to make sure everything keeps sailing along smoothly. Okay? You’re doing great, really!”

      Kelly looked me in the eyes and gave me a minuscule nod. I hadn’t been able to convince her entirely.

      But I knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that she wasn’t cursed. There’d been a murder even before she even came aboard as director. If anything was cursed, it was the ship. Or me.
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      The clean-up took a while, but Ethan and the rest of his team, including Dr. Ryan, were getting it down to a fine art.

      After photographs of the body and the scene had been taken, and whatever evidence could be gathered had been gathered, Awesome Andy was placed into a black body bag. I tried to think of a pun to send him off with but couldn’t quite there. Adieu Andy just didn’t have the right ring to it, I thought with a frown.

      They didn’t want the other passengers seeing Andy’s departure, so the body bag was first placed onto a medical stretcher from the sickbay. They then covered up the bag with stacks of sheets and towels over the top of him, so that it didn’t look like a dead body was being transported.

      I didn’t know what they’d actually say if a passenger asked why a stretcher was being used to transport towels and sheets by a security guard, but I was sure they’d think of something.

      After that, everyone was sworn to secrecy and then the room was locked up. A Do Not Disturb sign was hung on the door, and word was passed to the housekeeping staff that the room would no longer need cleaning for the rest of the cruise.

      It was ‘lucky’ that it had happened in Andy’s suite, because when things like this happened in public spaces, they had to be sealed off for the duration of the cruise, which that inevitably led to questions. But a passenger staying in his room? No one would even notice, apart from the photography passengers, who would be given an excuse.

      “If Xavier is going to be taking over most of Andy’s role, then he needs to be informed of the truth at least,” said Ethan. “Let’s go tell him what’s happened together. I want to see how he reacts.”

      “Good idea. I’m curious too.”

      Xavier was the most likely suspect, so we would have to pay careful attention to his behavior. If he seemed incredibly guilty, then of course we would have to take him in for questioning, and the whole photography cruise would have to be abandoned. If he seemed convincingly innocent, then the cruise would be able to continue as originally planned, with some modifications of course.

      By the time we arrived at Xavier’s suite, it was after eleven o’clock. Despite the late hour, Ethan and I were both wide awake. It was funny how a little murder could get the adrenaline pumping. It was better than caffeine, though not nearly as marketable.

      When Xavier opened the door, he was wearing navy blue pajamas with a golden X monogrammed into the left breast pocket. He was bleary-eyed, and we had clearly woken him up. Or he was doing a very good impression of someone who had just been unexpectedly awakened.

      “Sorry to disturb you at this late hour, sir. Could we come in and talk to you for a moment?” Seeing the hesitation on his face, Ethan added, “It’s important. May we?”

      Ethan had a way of asking questions that precluded the recipient from giving any answer apart from the one that Ethan wanted him to give. In this case, Xavier was already nodding and ushering us in before I think he had even realized what he was doing.

      Ethan made straight for the dining table near the sliding french doors to the balcony. This suite was exactly like the one we had just left, although this one didn’t have a dead body in it. Most likely, anyway. I walked behind Ethan, with Xavier closing the door and trailing behind me.

      Ethan pulled out the seat at the head of the table and sat down after pulling another chair out on the balcony side of the table for me, and another for Xavier on his other side.

      “What on earth is going on?” asked Xavier when we were all seated. “It’s a bit late for social calls.”

      “It is. As you’ve guessed, it’s not a social call. I’m afraid something terrible has happened. Something tragic.”

      “What?” Xavier’s eyebrows had gone up in alarm.

      “Is Zara here?” asked Ethan before he continued.

      Xavier shook his head. “She left me a message. She woke up, and now she’s gone for a walk.” He looked at me. “So much for her early night!”

      Isn’t that interesting? Out on her own at this time of night. And she was the one that had wanted to turn in early, wasn’t she? Just like Andy. He had definitely had an early night, though. A permanent one.

      “It’s a funny time to go for a walk,” said Ethan.

      Xavier shrugged. “She gets insomnia sometimes. Are you here to ask me about Zara?”

      I shook my head at him.

      “It’s Andy,” said Ethan. He didn’t beat about the bush. “He’s dead.”

      “Dead? Like dead dead?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Awesome Andy?”

      “That’s right. Awesome Andy is dead.”

      “Awesome Andy, the photographer, who I saw just a few hours ago, is dead?”

      It’s interesting how people take the news of death. A lot of the time people don’t believe it. They need it confirmed to them half a dozen times before they can begin to process it. Sometimes more. Despite the fact that death comes for us all someday, the living always seemed to be surprised by it.

      “Andy was found dead in his suite earlier this evening. And unfortunately, it looks like someone killed him.”

      Xavier was rubbing both temples with his fingertips. He was wide awake now but seemed to be confused by the news.

      “You were quite close with him, weren’t you?” I asked.

      Xavier nodded hesitantly. “You know, we worked in the same industry. And yes, we were friends, I suppose. But you know how it is—we all call each other ‘friends,’ but a lot of the time we’re not that close.”

      “So you weren’t close to Andy, then?”

      Xavier shrugged. “We were friendly. We worked together sometimes. But we weren’t exactly close like best friends are. More like good acquaintances. He was someone I’d go for a drink with now and then, especially if we were working on a magazine issue together.”

      “And the same goes for Zara?”

      I certainly knew the answer to this question, as did Ethan, but I wasn’t sure if Xavier did.

      “I don’t think she’s as familiar with him. He’s photographed her a couple of times, but she didn’t work with him as much as I have over the years.”

      If he knew about Zara and Andy’s affair, he was very good at hiding it.

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      Xavier paused before answering, as if making sure that what he was saying was precisely right. “It was earlier this evening. As I told Adrienne earlier—he’d said he wanted an early night. I didn’t see him after that.”

      Ethan looked at me and gave a half-nod, a signal that we were done questioning Xavier for now. We hadn’t learned much, but we’d seen his reaction to the news, and it didn’t seem suspicious. I didn’t think so, at least. It was time to get to the other matter at hand: the inconvenience caused by Andy’s untimely passing.

      “Xavier, with Andy no longer with us, would you be able to cover his events? I think there are a couple of workshops, and the competition, and… well, you know better than me.”

      Xavier sucked in a breath between his teeth. “I suppose I could do most of it. Perhaps Zara can help me with judging the photo competition. And maybe one of your members of staff?”

      “Yes, I’m sure we can rustle someone up. But do you think you can manage the workshops and the lectures?”

      “If you give me his notes, I’m sure I’ll be able to handle it. It isn’t exactly what I signed up for, and I’m not the photographer that Andy was. Although I’m not the best technical photographer, I do of course know all about what the result should look like. I have to choose them for the magazines, after all.”

      Kelly would be relieved. She’d had another panic attack over what she would do if Xavier refused to cover for Andy. At least that particular disaster didn’t look like it was going to unfold.

      There was a beep, and the door lock whirred as someone outside scanned their key card and the door obligingly opened itself.

      “Hello?” said Zara tentatively as she stepped into the room.

      She was wearing designer trainers, expensive looking shorts, and a hoodie also made by a famous Italian brand. She certainly looked like she was dressed for a walk. How I imagined young rich girls dressed for an evening stroll, anyway.

      We had discussed it beforehand, and we thought it would be necessary to tell Zara what happened as well. Although we needed to keep Andy’s death a secret, some people needed to be informed. Trying to get Xavier to keep it a secret from his girlfriend didn’t seem like a plan likely to succeed.

      “Hello, Zara. Could you come and join us, please? We have some unfortunate news.”

      She walked across the room, her clean sneakers squeaking on the marble floor, before she sat down next to her boyfriend.

      This time Ethan explained what had happened, in a series of short, sharp, simple sentences. His eyes were locked on her the entire time, as were mine.

      When she heard the news, her jaw dropped open, and her hand flew up to cover her mouth. She started shaking her head, whispering, “No, no, no,” in a low voice.

      Xavier wrapped an arm around her and gave her a supportive squeeze. It didn’t seem to help her much. She started to sniffle and, as tears rolled down her cheeks, she began to sob.

      She seemed genuinely upset. More so than Xavier.

      But that was to be expected. She was having an affair with Andy, after all.

      I wondered if Xavier would be suspicious about her reaction, or whether he’d just write it off as one of her closer-to-the-surface sensitivities.

      “Do you know anyone who may have wanted to harm Andy?” asked Ethan when her sniffling had subsided somewhat.

      “No, I don’t know who would want to hurt him. Especially on board the ship. The only people he knew were his friends. Us.”

      “And Raina,” I said.

      “Who’s that?” asked Zara, punctuated by more sniffles.

      “Never mind.”

      Zara and Raina must not have known each other. Or at least Zara was pretending she didn’t.

      Ethan and I explained to her the importance of maintaining secrecy. If anyone asked, they were to say that Andy was ill and stuck in bed. He probably wouldn’t be able to participate in the rest of the cruise at all.

      She agreed without complaint, though I didn’t suppose she’d really had all that much time to think it through either.

      It was almost midnight by the time we were done. Ethan pushed back his chair and stood up. I followed suit, giving Xavier and Zara a tight, sympathetic smile.

      “Try and get some rest. And remember, we need to keep this confidential. It will assist in the investigation. Can I count on you?”

      Xavier and Zara, clutching each other’s hands, nodded and agreed.

      When we left the suite, they were both sitting at the dining table, talking to each other in hushed tones. Their conversation mostly seemed to consist of them each telling each other that they didn’t believe it. That they couldn’t believe Andy was gone.

      Outside the suite, when the door was safely closed and locked behind us, Ethan turned to me. “What do you think?”

      “It’s hard to say. They both seemed genuinely shocked.”

      “And upset,” said Ethan with a frown.

      I guess he had been hoping for a confession. It certainly would’ve made his life easier. And mine.

      “I want to talk to Raina, too,” said Ethan. “But that will have to wait until tomorrow. I’m beat.”

      “Me too. I think I’ll turn in.”

      “I’m going to have to take a raincheck on breakfast tomorrow. I’ll have to go and see the captain first thing in the morning and brief him.”

      “That’s okay. We got to spend some time together this evening, didn’t we?”

      We both laughed. Of course, spending time together after a murder wasn’t exactly the same as a date—breakfast or otherwise.

      “I might be able to manage dinner tomorrow though, if you’re interested? I definitely owe it to you after canceling today.”

      With a small smile on my lips, I agreed. It would be nice to have dinner with him again, though I suspected the topic of conversation would be a rather morbid one. Still, not every date can be all flowers and romance. Sometimes you just have to talk about dead bodies instead. At least that was my recent experience.

      He leaned over and wrapped his arms around me in a brief but intense hug. His strong arms seemed to create a barrier against the world. For a moment, I felt warm and wanted—and safe. But almost as quick as it had come, it was over. He let go and I missed him immediately.

      “Good night.”

      As he walked away, I watched him disappear down the hallway, his normally immaculate appearance for once not perfect. He’d rolled up the sleeves on his dress shirt, and he’d run his hands through his hair so many times that it had become mussed.

      He still looked good though.

      Especially from behind.

      When he rounded the corner, I went back the other way, to fill Sam in with the rest of the evening’s news.

      What a night.
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      The next morning, Sam and I went to tour the outdoor event space where the photography activities were going to be held.

      Originally, Andy was supposed to be teaching them how to use natural light and shadows to best advantage in outdoor photography. Of course, now Xavier would be taking up that role.

      When we arrived, there were several people already milling about, expensive cameras hanging from straps around the head, taking experimental pictures of each other and the view of the sea.

      A sober-looking Xavier and Zara arrived just before the scheduled start time.

      “Good morning,” said Xavier formally, not offering a smile, instead giving just the slightest nod of his head in greeting.

      “Hey!” said Sam with a friendly grin. I nudged her in the side, and she made her face fall to a slightly less exuberant position. “I mean, good morning everyone.”

      “I thought I’d start by making the announcement that you’re going to be taking over, and that Andy is… ill,” I spoke slowly, with a tight smile on my face as I finished. I just hoped Xavier and Zara were still willing and able to keep the death a secret, and they hadn’t had a change of heart during the night.

      “Okay, and then I’ll take over. Just some simple outdoor photography tips, right?”

      “That’s the plan,” said Sam with a nod, managing to keep her voice suitably morose. “Natural light and shadows are the focus.” She paused, and a smile flitted across her lips. “Focus,” she repeated, realizing the pun. I nudged her again, warning her not to push it. Xavier and Zara didn’t seem to be in the mood for jokes.

      At the front of the event space was the stage. I clambered up onto it as gracefully as I could and grabbed the wireless mic from the stand that had been set up by tech support earlier that morning. I turned it on and, from the crackle that came out of the speakers, I could tell it was working immediately.

      “Good morning? Can you all hear me?”

      There were cries of affirmation and a few good mornings yelled back at me. Everything was going smoothly so far.

      “Hello! Could I have everybody’s attention please?”

      There was shuffling, mumbling, and more greetings tossed my way while the crowd turned to face me. When I had most people’s attention, I continued. “I’m afraid I have some sad news for you —”

      “Has someone died?” yelled out an elderly man who thought himself a comedian. I managed to maintain my composure as several people around the heckler chuckled. So I decided to play it off as the joke he intended.

      “Ha, ha, very funny. But this is serious. I’m sorry to announce that Amazing Andy isn’t feeling, well, amazing. In fact, he is really unwell. He won’t be joining us this morning, and probably won’t be for the rest of the cruise.”

      I waited while the audience sighed and groaned in sympathy. It was clearly upsetting. I kind of wanted to tell them they shouldn’t be that upset—he was an insufferable boor—but speaking ill of the dead wasn’t really how I wanted to start my morning.

      “Is he going to be all right?” called someone. “What’s the matter with him?”

      “I think it was something he—” I stopped myself just in time. I was about to say it was something he ate.

      But you don’t want to go and tell a bunch of cruise ship passengers that someone may have gotten food poisoning on board. If you did, they would all start worrying about it, and no doubt more than a few of them would start imagining up their own symptoms. An outbreak of food poisoning was one of the worst disasters that could befall a cruise ship. I corrected myself and tried again.

      “Something he caught before he came on board. The flu. A terrible case of it. He can’t even get up at the moment.”

      “Will they send a helicopter for him?” asked an old woman with a frown.

      I shook my head. “No, they don’t send helicopters for cases of the flu. We have an excellent doctor on board, and I’m sure he’s doing everything he can for him. No, don’t worry about Andy anymore. I have some exciting news for you instead. Xavier, who you’ve already met, will be taking over Andy’s role. He’s kindly agreed to step into the breach and lead all of the workshops, lectures, classes, and the rest of it. Isn’t that amazing?”

      I shouldn’t have said amazing. Not with Amazing Andy no longer being with us. But it was too late. I’d said it now. And anyway, I wanted them all to be excited about Xavier, rather than then upset about Andy’s absence. His permanent absence, I thought with a frown.

      “Please, put your hands together for Xavier!” They all clapped obligingly, and I let them continue for several seconds before I spoke again. “Xavier, come on up!”

      Xavier climbed up to join me on the stage, a smile on his face, though it looked a little too much like a sad smile rather than an excited one. I hoped he wouldn’t give it away.

      “I’m sure you’re disappointed, but…” Xavier launched into a long, competent, and interesting spiel. While this was going on, my phone buzzed and I saw I had a message from Ethan. I don’t think anyone noticed as I sidled off the stage, hopped down, and disappeared off to the side. Xavier had everything under control.

      Ethan’s text said we needed to talk to Raina and asked if I knew where she was.

      Of course I did. She was in the crowd with the other photographers. I messaged him back and told him to meet me at the event space, and I’d pull Raina out of the class. I hoped she wouldn’t be too annoyed.

      While Xavier continued to speak to the rapt audience, I made my way to the back, next to where Raina was seated, seemingly enjoying the presentation section of the class. As soon as I saw Ethan approaching, I tapped Raina on the shoulder.

      “Could I pull you out for a couple of minutes?”

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “We need to talk to about something. With the first officer, too.” I tipped my chin toward Ethan, who was rapidly approaching. He looked suitably important in his flashy uniform to get Raina’s immediate nod of agreement.

      I indicated for her to follow me with a wave of my hand, and she stood up. Together, the three of us walked some way away from the photography class, finding a secluded corner up against the side of the ship below a couple of dangling lifeboats. We would be able to see if anyone else was in earshot long before they got close enough.

      “So what’s this all about?” she asked curiously, without annoyance.

      “I’m sorry to say that unfortunately Andy was found dead in his cabin yesterday.”

      Ethan and I both watched Raina carefully, to judge her reaction. First her eyes narrowed slightly as if in suspicion. When Ethan’s face stayed stoically still, her eyebrows raised questioningly. Ethan gave the tiniest jerk of his head to confirm it. Her mouth fell open, and she began to shake her head.

      “Andy? But… But… He can’t be… I was just talking to him yesterday.”

      “I know you were,” I said comfortingly, squeezing her shoulder.

      “I thought it was just the flu? Just now you said… what happened?”

      “I’m afraid not. We don’t want to upset or alarm the other passengers. But I knew that you knew Andy personally, so we thought we should inform you.” This was a clever little lie I had come up with. The reason we were telling her was actually because we wanted to investigate whether she was connected to his death, of course.

      “But,” I continued, “we need to keep it a secret. We don’t want people panicking. Do you understand what I mean?”

      Raina gave a hesitant nod. “Yes, people might panic, right? I can keep quiet. I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Good,” said Ethan with a satisfied smile. “Where were you yesterday evening?”

      “I spent the entire evening in my cabin. Reading a book on photography. I wanted to study up. I wanted to win the photography competition, but I don’t suppose that will happen now.”

      “The competition is still on. With a replacement judge, of course.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “Raina, what were you and Andy arguing about yesterday?”

      She looked confused for a moment, squeezing her lips tight together, flaring her nostrils, and furrowing her brow. “Yesterday? Why do you ask?”

      “He was killed. By someone else on board. We need to know more about him—what he was like, what he was interested in, and just what he was up to in general.”

      Ethan was clever, telling her that we needed more information about Andy, not that we suspected Raina herself. Though of course we did.

      “I made him a business proposition, but he turned me down.” She said it sadly, with a defeated sigh and a little shake of her head to herself.

      “What kind of proposition?” I asked. Now we would get to the bottom of who was right: me or Cece.

      “Andy was the photographer for my wedding. And we just loved the photos he took! They were fantastic. Really unique. So my husband and I, we wanted him to do another set. As a kind of anniversary present to ourselves. But he didn’t want to do it.”

      “And that’s what you were arguing about?”

      She nodded. “Yep. I offered him top dollar, and he turned me down. I guess I’ll have to try and persuade someone else.”

      Now that Andy was dead, she definitely would have to find someone else. And he wouldn’t do any more weddings, anniversaries, or anything else. If she was really offering six figures, I didn’t think she would have any trouble tracking down a different photographer though.

      “Why didn’t he want to do it? Weren’t you offering him a significant amount of money?” asked Ethan.

      Raina rubbed her chin with her right hand thoughtfully, her lips pressed tight together in thought.

      “You know, I don’t really get it. I asked the same question, but I couldn’t find out the answer from him. I can only guess that perhaps he had some really lucrative jobs lined up. Or maybe an inheritance coming?”

      That didn’t seem likely to me. A payout of at least a hundred grand? Who would turn that down for a few old pictures? Not me, that’s for sure.

      “And you definitely didn’t see him last night after dinner?”

      “Nope. Not since I was at his cabin in the afternoon and he turned me down.”

      “Thank you for your time, Raina,” said Ethan, offering her his hand.

      Raina reached out and shook Ethan’s hand. “I just can’t believe he’s gone. Andy…”

      She turned to walk away.

      “Enjoy the rest of the class,” I called after her, “and remember, please keep this to yourself.”

      She nodded back at us before turning to walk back to the photography lesson.

      Once she was clear, Ethan turned back to me and raised his eyebrows.

      “What do you make of that?”

      “I don’t know,” I said with a frown. “Maybe I just don’t know enough about photography, but the amount of money she was offering him for taking a few pictures just seems ludicrous.”

      “Although I’m inclined to agree with you, I’ve met more than a few really rich people when I’ve been dining with the VIP passengers. The amount some of them spend on even simple things would blow your mind. While that number does seem very high for photography, it’s not completely out of the realm of possibility. But the thing that I do find suspicious isn’t the amount involved. It’s that Andy turned it down.”

      “Yeah, that is strange.”

      We stood in the comfortable silence of our mutual confusion, and I’m sure we were both thinking about the same thing: why didn’t Andy jump at the chance of such an easy payout? Finally, Ethan gave a little shrug, putting that particular topic aside for the time being.

      “By the way, it looks like my evening has opened up. Since I covered for the captain yesterday, he’s taking over my dinner duty tonight. So, I’m free. Do you think you’d be able to join me for dinner this evening? Or do you already have plans?”

      The only plans I had were the same ones I had pretty much every other day when we were cruising: eat dinner with Sam and Cece, and then gossip and complain for a bit. They would both kill me if I turned down dinner with First Officer Hot Stuff to eat in the staff mess with them.

      “I think I could manage dinner,” I said with a grin. “Send me a message.”

      “Will do.” He stuck out his hand, and just as Raina had, we exchanged polite handshakes. I liked to think he squeezed my hand with a bit more warmth and affection than he had with Raina, though.

      A smile fixed on my lips, I left Ethan to go back to work, while I went to go and take pictures of people taking pictures in a picture taking class.
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      Ethan and I met in the ship’s Italian restaurant for dinner. It was a cute little place, done up in a rustic style, with wagon wheels on the wall, bottles of wine for candleholders on the table, and the delicious aroma of garlic-infused food drifting throughout.

      We scored a seat near the open plan kitchen, where we could see chefs inside rolling out fresh pasta before they cut and shaped it.

      Another chef working as the pizza maker was rolling out his dough, throwing it in the air and building pizzas quicker than I can make cereal. An unfair comparison though, as I wasn’t a professional pourer of cereal.

      When the chef was done with each pizza, he dropped it on the end of a long metal shovel and tossed them into the wood-burning pizza oven.

      “How was your day?” I asked Ethan once we were seated and water had been poured.

      “Oh, you know. There’s so much I’m supposed to be doing on the ship, but I have to keep handing certain duties off to other people, because of the—” Ethan lowered his voice and leaned in close to me, the piney scent of his woody aftershave hitting me pleasantly “—murder.”

      I scanned the room, nervous, but no one else had heard him.

      So far, the secret had been kept under wraps, but I worried for how long that would be the case.

      I ran through the list of people who knew about it already. There were Sam and me, Ethan and Dr. Ryan, at least two security guards, and then Raina, Xavier, and Zara too who all knew about the death.

      Oh, and of course we told Cece.

      They say the only way two people can keep a secret is if one of them is dead, so with nine of us… I shuddered to think.

      “You didn’t find anything else of interest in Andy’s room, then?”

      That morning, Ethan and his team had returned to Andy’s cabin to conduct a thorough examination of the crime scene.

      “Afraid not. There was no sign of struggle, and no incriminating evidence. Nothing. I think if we solve this one, it’s got to come from the people, not from physical clues.”

      I nodded. “It seems to me that Xavier has the best reason. But Zara was out of her room at the time and seemed to have had the best opportunity. And of course I know Raina had a disagreement with Andy, but it was only over pictures. I couldn’t imagine it would lead to… what happened.”

      “I know. I think we’re going to have to keep our ears open, and watch everyone very carefully. And it could be anyone else, too. While he wasn’t a major celebrity, a few people on board would’ve at least known of him, even if they hadn’t met him previously.”

      We stopped talking for a moment when the waiter brought over a half bottle of wine, quickly followed by another waiter with our order of garlic bread, which we were going to share as a light appetizer.

      “I love the garlic bread in here,” said Ethan, picking up a slice. “They use actual fresh herbs for that as well. It’s not just garlic bread—it’s garlic and herb.”

      While he was speaking, I’d managed to stuff an entire slice into my own watering maw. I nodded and mumbled agreement with him as in my teeth crunched down on the crispy edges, and my tongue savored the oily, garlicky, herby butter coating the toasty bread.

      “I see it meets your approval,” he said with a chuckle. Then, he reached over and gently wiped my chin with his thumb, causing a single crumb to drop down onto my bread plate. I felt my cheeks reddening but mumbled out, “Thanks.”

      Taking a break from the bread, I told Ethan about how my day had gone, and how Xavier seemed to be doing a decent job of stepping into Andy’s role. I wondered if he was going to get Andy’s share of the compensation on top of his own. I think he probably deserved it, but people so very rarely seem to get what they deserve.

      Andy, however… no, I mustn’t think like that. He was annoying, and full of himself, but no one deserves what happened to him.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      I felt the blush rise into my cheeks again as I realized I’d fallen silent. Oh, I was just thinking about how that dead guy deserved a bullet in his head.

      “Oh, just zoned out for a second. It’s been nonstop all day. Sorry.”

      “No need to apologize. I completely understand. It has been one of those days. Well, since last night, anyway. And you know, I thought this cruise was going so well.” He leaned back in his chair, stretching out his arms before stifling a yawn. I guessed he’d been up late the night before helping Dr. Ryan with all the formalities in sickbay.

      We demolished our serving of garlic bread in plenty of time for the main course. We had both gone with the cannelloni. Actually, I’d waited to see what Ethan ordered and copied him. He seemed to have pretty good taste in food, and he had a lot more experience in the nicer restaurants on board than I did.

      We each had a side salad as well to go with it, which was served with a simple oil and vinegar dressing. When the food arrived, I leaned over my plate and took a deep breath, enjoying the aroma coming from the steaming hot pasta.

      “And it tastes just as good as it smells,” said Ethan with a laugh.

      “Good. I’m famished.”

      We stopped talking as we dug in to the pasta. After a few mouthfuls, I decided to try and make things awkward again. That wasn’t actually my intention, but it was what I did anyway.

      “Did the captain have anything interesting to contribute?”

      I’m a glutton for punishment, obviously. Well, if not punishment, disappointment and awkwardness. Ethan took a moment to finish chewing his food before swallowing.

      “He didn’t say that much, to be honest. He just told me to try and solve it. So that’s what I’m going to do.” He put down his knife and fork, leaving them against the edge of the gleaming white plate. “Look, I’m sorry about the other day. It’s not that I don’t trust you or anything like that—it’s that I made a promise. I’m kind of sworn to secrecy.”

      I nodded slowly. Sworn to secrecy, eh?

      “It sounds important,” I said before putting another mouthful of the delicious cannelloni in my mouth.

      “Yes, it kind of is. Okay,” Ethan leaned over conspiratorially. “This can’t go beyond here, but there’ve been certain rumors about the captain. About his competency, and his honesty. The powers that be have asked me to kind of keep an eye on him, and see if I find anything suspicious. But I’m not supposed to tell anyone, or even talk about it at all. If I could, I would. I do trust you, Adrienne.”

      If we were married, you’d tell me.

      I definitely did not say that. I didn’t even know where the thought came from. It was a wild idea that popped into my head from nowhere, and I shooed it away quickly.

      Instead, I said, “I know about that. Kelly told me.”

      Ethan had picked up his fork again but this time he dropped it with a clatter.

      “Kelly told you? About… the rumors?”

      “Yep, Kelly trusts me.”

      That final comment had more of a barb in it than I had meant it to. It seems I had a bigger sting in my tail than I thought. Ethan visibly winced and looked back down at his plate. He picked up his fork and methodically went back to consuming his meal.

      “I understand. She has a bit of a big mouth.” The guilt was already starting to creep in. “I understand if you’ve promised to keep a secret. It’s good to honor your oath. Really.”

      Of course, it would be nice if he would honor his promise to keep silent with everyone else, but fill me in. Make me special. Make me part of his team. Trust me, if no one else.

      “I’m glad you understand,” he said when he’d finished chewing another mouthful. “It’s a bit awkward for me. Having to keep things secret from you, from the captain obviously, from the other senior members of staff.” He rubbed his temple. “I’m beat. I was going to ask if you wanted to go for a cocktail, after…”

      After the way I had just dropped a bomb like that right in the middle of our date, I wasn’t sure I could face having a cocktail with him. Not right then. I needed a bit of time to get over myself. And he was exhausted anyway.

      “I think you need to call it an early night. Get your beauty sleep, so you can stay as handsome as always.” I grinned at him.

      He smiled at me and a little of the awkwardness was gone. I thought I was playing it just right. The next day would be a fresh start, and I wouldn’t push him about the captain anymore; I would just wait until he was ready to tell me. Or until something else forced his hand.

      We talked a little more about the murder, and we both agreed that we would continue to talk with the suspects and keep an eye out for anything suspicious.

      The cannelloni was incredibly filling and, along with the crisp green side salad and garlic bread, I couldn’t even face any dessert, which was quite unlike me. Neither of us wanted a coffee either; we were worried about being kept up late by the caffeine.

      When the plates had been cleared away and Ethan had signed for the meal—he wouldn’t have to pay for it, but they did need a record of who was eating what—my phone buzzed with a message from Cece.

      Yo! How’s the hot date with Hot Stuff? If you’re not already in his cabin, we’re going for drinks if you wanna join. Message me.

      “Anything interesting?” asked Ethan with a smile.

      “Just my friends. They asked me out for a drink.”

      Ethan nodded. “I think you’d better take them up on their offer. I really should have that early night.”

      “Yep. Get your handsome sleep.”

      He laughed at my play on words, accepting the compliment again without complaint. It was refreshing in a way. From someone else, it might have come across as arrogance, but not from him.

      “Are we still on for breakfast tomorrow?” he asked.

      “Definitely. Though I don’t know how hungry I’ll be after this gigantic meal.”

      “Oh, I figure you’ll get your appetite back by then.”

      “Are you saying I’m a big eater?”

      “No.” He paused, and looked me in the eye. “You’re a massive eater.”

      I poked him from across the table, and we both laughed.

      Most of the tension between the two of us had evaporated, but there was still something between us now, underlying our interactions. The secrets we kept from each other. I had a feeling that, one day, we would open up to each other more, but it was going to take time. One slow meal at a time.

      We said goodbye to each other outside the restaurant, and he gave me the most chaste peck on the lips as a goodbye. There were so many people coming in and out—and possibly looking on at us, since his uniform certainly drew attention— that it wasn’t safe to do anymore. But that was all right. For now, it was enough for me.

      “Good night, Ethan.”

      “Good night. Have a good time with the girls and I’ll see you at breakfast.”

      That’s exactly what I planned to do: have a good time with my friends.

      At least it wouldn’t be awkward with them.
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      I met Cece and Sam at Hemingway’s.

      Swan was now experimenting with keeping it open late into the night. Previously, the bar had always closed shortly after sunset, when the lagoon pool which was located beside also closed for the evening. But Swan had decided that there was money in a moonlit tropical bar, and Sam and Cece had decided it was worth a shot.

      The girls were sitting at a bamboo table, sipping brightly colored daiquiris. Cece had a pink strawberry and watermelon flavored one, while Sam’s was a yellow pineapple banana coconut concoction. Before I sat down, I ordered at the bar, following Cece’s lead with a pink drink of my own.

      “How was your date?” asked Sam.

      “Terrible,” said Cece before I even had a chance to open my mouth.

      I sat down on one of the two remaining chairs, and leaned back with a sigh. “It wasn’t terrible.”

      “Then what you’re you doing here with us instead of spending the evening with Hot Stuff, doing hot stuff?” said Cece with a wicked glint in her eye.

      “He’s tired. What with the murder yesterday, he was up half the night.”

      “He should be up half the night with you,” said Cece with a smirk.

      I rolled my eyes at her. “We had a fine date. It was great.”

      “But not that great, right?” asked Sam. She knew me too well. It wasn’t surprising, since we’ve been best friends since kindergarten.

      “No, it was fine. I just feel like he doesn’t open up to me as much as he could.”

      “Well, he is a man,” said Cece, arching her eyebrows. “What do you expect?”

      I shrugged, sighed, and took a sip of my drink. It was cool and sweet and had just enough kick to let you know it was going to work.

      “Have you opened up to him?” asked Sam. She was referring to the fact that the previous year I had been kidnapped, but I hadn’t told anyone else about it yet. Not Ethan, and not even Cece.

      “I guess not. Maybe we’re just taking things slow, getting to know each other.”

      My two companions nodded, and for the moment, their inquisition was put on hold.

      We all sat back in our chairs, enjoying the evening. The night air was cool and fragrant, with the smell of lavender from a nearby bush, which was growing amongst some potted bamboos.

      Suddenly, a spark caught fire in Cece’s eyes.

      “So who do you think did it?” Cece leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table, interlocking her fingers and resting her chin atop them.

      The sudden change of topic confused me for a moment.

      “Did what?”

      “Did it. The murder. The death. Who turned Amazing Andy into Afterlife Andy?”

      I almost felt like scolding Cece for being so flippant about the death. But I knew, in my own head, I’d been pretty flippant myself. It would be hypocritical to scold her.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yet,” said Cece giving me a look.

      “Yet?”

      “Yep. Yet. You’re going to find out who did it, aren’t you? You always do.”

      I took a sip of my drink. I did always manage to find out who did it, didn’t I?

      “I don’t know. Everyone who’s supposed to be upset does seem upset. The people with the best reason to kill him aren’t acting overly suspicious.”

      “What about too upset? Do you think any of them are hamming it up a bit too much? That can be a sign, can’t it?”

      “Yeah. All of them. Truth be told, I thought Andy was awful. But his friends seemed to like him for some reason.” With a shrug, I leaned back in my chair, resting the cool glass of my drink on my stomach and tilting my chin down to take a sip from the long curly straw.

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out before we get back to port. We wouldn’t want the  land cops to have to actually do their job, would we?”

      I laughed at that. I was sure the police in New Orleans were wonderful at their jobs, but it would be better for all concerned if we could wrap up what happened before we got back there.

      “What about you, Cece?” asked Sam. “How was your date with Dr. Ryan yesterday?”

      Cece snorted. “My date? It was going great. I’d nearly convinced him that staff were totally allowed to go skinny dipping on the pool deck after it was closed off to passengers. Until Little Miss Murder over here ruined it.”

      “Hey, I didn’t kill him.”

      “But you did find him, and you called it in. Couldn’t you have just left it ‘til morning?”

      I knew she was teasing, but the stern look on her face could have fooled someone who didn’t know her better.

      “Yeah, right,” said Sam with a sarcastic interjection. “I think not reporting a murder case because we didn’t want to disturb anyone is almost certainly a disciplinary offense.”

      “Like we care about following the rules.” Cece laughed and noisily slurped down the bottom dregs of her daiquiri.

      “Speak for yourself. I am a stickler for the rules.”

      Sam and Cece both looked at me with disbelieving eyes. Cece held up the cardholder dangling from her lanyard and waved it in the air. Okay, she had a point. Cece had a master key that would open any cabin on the ship. She and I had been in cabins we weren’t supposed to be in on more than one occasion. I guess I had broken a few rules after all.

      Hemingway’s bar was quiet that evening, and I wasn’t sure whether Swan’s experiment with keeping it open at night was going to be a success. But because it was so quiet, I managed to spot something rather interesting. Or someone, anyway.

      I had nearly finished my drink and I could see Cece shuffling in her chair like she was about to get up in order some more. But just behind her, who should walk by but none other than the mystery man who I’d previously seen disguised as a housekeeper and then later as a guest.

      He hurried past the back of the bar area, his head down and his steps quick and with purpose. He was off somewhere, and I wanted to know where.

      I wanted to follow him, but I didn’t want to explain to the girls what I was doing. I also didn’t want to ruin their evening. Time was of the essence, though. Luckily, I was right about Cece’s plan to order more cocktails.

      “Another drink?”

      Sam was already nodding her head. “Oh yeah.”

      I slurped down the rest of my drink.

      “Sorry, guys. I think I’m almost as tired as Ethan was. I’m going to call it a night. See you later.”

      I was on my feet before they had a chance to complain.

      “Thanks for abandoning us,” called Cece with a cheeky smirk on her face as I made my departure.

      “I’m sure you’ll manage fine without me. Sam will look after you, won’t you?”

      “I’ll look after the drinks,” said Sam with a giggle.

      The girls waved me off while I walked briskly in the direction I had seen the bearded mystery man hurrying off to. As soon as I was out of their line of sight, I broke into a jog, hurrying through a door into the inside of the ship.

      I spotted my quarry heading in the direction of the officers’ cabins and started to trail behind him.

      He took a flight of stairs up to where the senior officers’ cabins were: Ethan’s, the captain’s, the second officer’s, and a few others.

      Once he had exited the stairwell, I hung back, listening for a clue as to who he was going to visit or where he was going.

      I heard him stop outside of a cabin, but I didn’t hear him ring the doorbell. Instead, I heard a beep followed by the whirring of a door unlocking itself after the successful application of a key card.

      A door was pushed open and, guessing he would’ve had time to walk into the room but not enough time to shut the door, I darted out into the hallway so I could see where he was.

      The last I saw of him was the heel of one black shoe disappearing inside a cabin, followed by the door closing quickly behind him. I rushed over to the room and stared at the door. I knew this cabin. In fact, it was one that Cece and I had broken into on an earlier cruise. Well, not broken into. We had Cece’s key card, after all.

      It was the captain’s.

      It may seem strange for me to be so outraged at him breaking into the cabin of the captain, a man I didn’t particularly like, and a cabin which I had previously broken into. But I felt outraged nonetheless. Who was this guy? And what did he think he was doing, breaking into a captain’s cabin at night?

      I was sure the captain was off having dinner and probably dancing with the VIP guests, so obviously this man knew when it was safe to break in. I wondered what he was after in there.

      I loitered in the hallway outside the door of the cabin for a couple of minutes, listening as best I could and considering what to do. For a moment, I entertained the idea of confronting him myself. But that didn’t seem wise or safe.

      Just when I was thinking that the best course of action was to call Ethan and get him over here, I heard the unmistakable sound of the burglar approaching the door again with heavy footsteps.

      It looked like my time had run out. If I was going to call Ethan, all I would be able to tell him was what I had seen. He wouldn’t be able to get here and catch them in the act.

      I turned and fled back into the stairwell before he could get the door open again. I just about made it inside before I heard the captain’s cabin door close, indicating the man was now back out in the hallway. I wondered if he had caught a flash of me disappearing.

      Suddenly afraid, adrenaline pumping through me, I hurried down the stairs, taking the steps three at the time.

      When I’d gone down a couple of levels, I burst out into a hallway of passenger cabins and broke out into a jog again. When I thought the coast was clear and I was certain I wasn’t being followed, I started to walk back to my own cabin.

      The whole way there, my heart was pounding a mile a minute, and I felt shaky from the excitement of it all.

      When I got back to our room, I was surprised to find Sam already there.

      “Where did you get to, young lady?” she asked, playfully, with all the energy of a concerned parent. “Did Ethan find some more energy?”

      I snorted and shook my head as I closed the door behind me and kicked off my shoes. “No. Not that. I’m sure he’s fast asleep. On the way back though, I saw someone.

      “Are you seeing someone else, Adrienne?” asked Sam in the same mock serious tone.

      I reached out to her bunk and bopped her on the leg.

      “No. Not that. You remember the guy from before? The guy I saw in the housekeeper’s uniform? And who disguised himself as a guest and danced with Kelly?”

      Sam sat up, her teasing over for now. “You met him?”

      I shook my head. “I followed him.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “I followed him to the captain’s cabin. He let himself in, and from the sounds of it, he had a good rummage around in the cabin.”

      “No way.” Sam’s eyes were wide. “He broke into the captain’s cabin?”

      “Yep. Well, he seemed to have a key card. Goodness knows where he got that from. But he definitely went into the captain’s cabin.”

      “That’s weird, isn’t it? But I guess it’s kind of good in a way.”

      “Good? How’s it good?”

      I pulled the chair out from under the metal desk that was attached to the wall opposite the bunk beds and sat down on it. Sam was now sitting up in her bed, her back against the wall on her side of the room, her head dangerously close to touching the ceiling above.

      “Before, we were worried that he was the guy stalking you, right? But it looks more like he’s stalking the captain. And you haven’t got any other strange postcards, or anything like that lately, have you?”

      “You could be right,” I said. “There hasn’t been anything on this cruise related to my… the events of last summer, have there?”

      “I’ve always thought there was something a bit strange about this captain,” said Sam, shaking her head and biting her bottom lip. “Don’t you think so?”

      “You know I do. And Ethan doesn’t like him much either. And of course there’s the rumors Kelly told me about. Ethan is supposed to be keeping an eye on the captain though.”

      “I think we should all keep an eye on him.”

      “I think so too. Maybe more than an eye. Maybe I should try talking to him again as well.”

      None of my previous chats with the captain had been all that successful. Perhaps it was time to try again.

      “Try and be subtle if you do.”

      “Subtle’s my middle name.”

      I decided to call it a night then for real, since I was supposed to be meeting Ethan again for another breakfast date in the morning.

      “See you in the morning, Sam.”

      “Don’t you dare wake me up this time.”

      Laughing, I began to get ready for bed.
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      The next morning, bright and early and fresh as a daisy, I went to meet Ethan.

      Well, maybe not quite as fresh as a daisy, but as fresh as a social media manager who’d gotten only an adequate night’s sleep. Unsurprisingly, Ethan looked fantastic, as if he’d slept like a baby and woken up in time to exercise and freshen up for the day ahead.

      “Wonderful morning, isn’t it?” he asked me as he pulled out the seat for me. We were sitting in the exact same place as we had before, the window seat in the Croissant Club.

      “It is lovely. Did you go for a run this morning?”

      “Sure did. Right around the ship, half a dozen times. I know it’s not much, but I do what I can.”

      Not much!

      “I just went for a walk myself.” Yeah, a walk from my cabin to breakfast.

      “They say walking is one of the best forms of exercise.”

      I mumbled noncommittally. My walk would barely register as exercise.

      “Easy day today, huh? Port day.”

      I nodded along. It was indeed a port day.

      The passengers would soon be disembarking to go and explore the Mayan ruins. I had done it myself on my last cruise, and luckily there was no need for me to accompany the passengers this time. It meant I could catch up on a few of the social media posts I hadn’t been putting out, and of course think about what had happened to Amorous Andy, and try and figure out what to do.

      We ordered the same breakfast as before, and before I knew it, we had hot coffees in front of us, along with a freshly squeezed glass of orange juice each.

      “Don’t look now, but I think we’re getting some company.”

      I looked. Of course I looked. You don’t say ‘don’t look now’ and expect someone not to look, do you?

      When I saw who it was, I commanded a pleasant smile to present itself on my face and stood up. I figured it’s what you were supposed to do when the captain comes, right?

      It was good timing. During the night, I had been debating about what to tell Ethan, but now I wouldn’t have to make that decision. This way, I could get an answer straight from the horse’s mouth. As soon as I told the horse what I saw.

      “Good morning, Ethan, Adrienne.”

      “Good morning, Captain,” I said. “I’m glad we ran into you! I wanted to tell you something.”

      Both Ethan and the captain gave me curious looks. I wondered if that curiosity would only lead to more questions, though.

      “Last night, I was walking back to my cabin when I saw someone.” I looked at Ethan. “The man who was dressed like a housekeeper on the last cruise, but wasn’t one.”

      Ethan slowly nodded his head, a serious look on his face.

      During the last cruise, we had also found a firearm and a few different ship uniforms all hidden away in the housekeeping laundry room. We hadn’t directly tied them to this fake housekeeper, but he was our strongest suspect. I wasn’t sure how much of that Ethan had told the captain, though.

      “Sounds very mysterious,” said the captain warily. He glanced to his left and right, as if looking for an excuse to disappear. But I wasn’t going to give him time for that.

      “He’s dressed as a guest now. No uniform. But last night, I followed him—”

      “You shouldn’t be following people late at night,” said the captain with a frown.

      It’s a free country, isn’t it? I thought to myself. In the end, I decided to ignore the comment. What was done was done now, anyway.

      “I followed him, and he went into your cabin.” I looked pointedly at the captain as I said it, and was pleased to catch a flash of worried surprise on his face.

      “What?” said the two men simultaneously.

      “He used a key card and let himself into your cabin. I don’t know what he was doing in there, but from the sounds of it, it sounded like he was having a good look around. I could hear rummaging.”

      “Rummaging?” asked Ethan.

      I nodded back at him. “Yep, sounded like drawers being opened, furniture being moved around. That kind of thing. Like he was looking for something. I mean, I didn’t see, he had the door closed, but that’s what it sounded like.”

      The captain was wringing his hands together, and then with self-conscious awareness, he shoved his hands behind his back. “I’m sure it was just a mistake.”

      Yeah, right. What kind of mistake could that be? He accidentally forgot he wasn’t the captain of the ship, let himself into the captain’s cabin, and only after a thorough search realized he was in the wrong room?

      “It looked like he knew what he was doing.” I shrugged, giving the captain an out. It was Ethan who was supposed to be investigating the captain, not me, and at least this would give him something to work with. I’d let him take over for the time being.

      “He was probably just there to clean,” said the captain. “I think I mentioned something to housekeeping about them missing something earlier. You said you saw him in a uniform before, right?”

      I nodded, slowly and methodically, clenching my jaw tighter by the second. I knew that man was no housekeeper. I’d already discussed it with Cece, and she assured me there was no one in her housekeeping department who resembled him at all.

      “There’s so many guests and staff members, I can’t keep track of them all. I’m sure there’s a perfectly innocent explanation for it all.” The captain gave us an unconvincing smile, and I could see Ethan eyeing him with suspicion. “Have a good morning.”

      “You too, sir.”

      The captain had already turned and started to walk away from us, out of the Croissant Club, before Ethan’s words even reached him.

      I leaned back in my chair, arms crossed in front of my chest.

      “Adrienne, is that true?”

      “Yep. I was going to tell you, but then the captain just appeared. I figured, why wait?”

      Ethan frowned, opened his mouth, closed it again, and then picked up his coffee and took a long, slow sip. He placed it back down on the table.

      “This could be something serious. You know, you probably shouldn’t follow strange men on your own and spy on them. You could get hurt.”

      “All right,” I said with a nod, “Next time I’ll wake you up so that you can protect me.” I finished with a mischievous grin.

      “Yeah, you do that.”

      “But of course, I would’ve interrupted your handsome sleep. And you wouldn’t be so fresh as you are now.”

      Ethan looked down self-consciously, as if examining his sparkling white and gold uniform. He gave me an abashed smile. “Don’t worry about interrupting my sleep. You can keep me up any time.”

      “Is that so?” I raised my eyebrows and wiggled them a little. We both laughed. Just then, the waiter arrived with our food, and we wasted no time digging in.

      “But seriously, please let me know if you’re going to follow strange men around. I’ll get jealous otherwise.”

      I giggled around a mouthful of egg and smoked salmon, trying not to spit any of it out.

      “Okay, no more following strange men.”

      The rest of our breakfast passed in a comfortable, more relaxed manner than it had the previous time. I’d revealed something about the captain to Ethan, but I wasn’t quite sure what it was. I had a feeling he was going to be a touch more open with me in the future now. And I guess I would with him.

      Not that I was going to spill all the beans about my past yet.

      All things in good time.

      And as I brought another forkful of those delicious eggs to my mouth, now it was time for eating, not revealing.
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      After I left Ethan to get back to his menial job of basically running the ship, I got to my own very important work: writing some fluff pieces for the company’s website and social media posts.

      While I was up to date on sending out photos to the various media streams, I had neglected to write any ‘articles’ during this cruise. Though calling what I produced articles was a bit of a stretch.

      “Common Photography Mistakes,” I read my title to myself while typing. This one was going to be the classic: a listicle, an article that consisted of a list of items and brief, amusing comments about each item on the list. They were one of the easiest kinds of articles to write, and also one of the most popular ones that people liked to read online.

      I wasn’t quite sure how many points I was going to make yet though. Top seven photo errors? Top ten? I’d seen some similar articles online that went up to top one hundred. That meant one hundred clicks as people worked there way through it, plus some pages were just ads. I wasn’t about to produce something of that magnitude though. No, seven items on my list would be enough. I entered my title:

      “Top Seven Photography Mistakes—Improve Your Pictures Today!”

      I stared at the screen. The exclamation point made it sound a bit too chirpy. But when I deleted it, it looked too boring. Maybe I needed to come up with another title.

      Half an hour later, I hadn’t gotten much further. I’d added and removed the exclamation point several times and made a couple of notes for my list, but my article wasn’t done. It was rather disheartening, since it was going to be the kind of article that people read in under a minute. Shame I couldn’t write it in under a minute, I thought.

      BZZ.

      Relief! Sweet relief!

      My eyes flicked over to the phone sitting on top of the metal desk, and I smiled when I saw it was a message from Cece. It wasn’t an email notification of some junk mail I’d signed up for or a message from the higher-ups. It was my friend. That kind of message was always welcome when you’re busy trying to procrastinate.

      I opened up the message: You’ve got to come see this in Rick and Jessica’s room. Hurry!

      Ooh. This sounded promising. Last time, when I had gone to help Cece, we’d found out that Rick and Jessica were sleeping in separate bedrooms and had been seriously arguing. What could Cece have found this time?

      An interesting possibility flitted across my mind. Could Amorous Andy have been having an affair with Jessica, too? He didn’t seem to be shy about hooking up with unhappily taken women. Would the dastardly dog have had time to start such an affair during the two days he was alive during the cruise?

      Yes. Yes, he probably would have. But did he?

      I slammed the lid of my laptop shut and left it on the desk, shoved my phone into my jeans pocket, and headed over to the VIP suites section of the ship at double speed. I was excited to see what Cece had found.

      Although I didn’t remember the exact room number, it was easy to find because Cece’s cleaning cart was parked outside the cabin, and there was a sign hanging from the door reading “Cleaning in Progress.” The same sign that Rick and Jessica had ignored the last time we were in the room together.

      “Cece?” I called into the room as I entered. “Where are you?”

      “Master bedroom, waiting for you, honey,” said Cece in an alluring voice.

      I snickered as I walked across the large open plan living area, a mirror image of the room in which we found Andy. I couldn’t help but stare at the sofa as I went by; it was exactly like the one that Andy had been found on. I shuddered as I thought of him sitting there, a neat little red hole in his head.

      “Check it out.” Cece pointed at the bed, upon which were a couple of dozen pieces of paper, which had been previously torn up and now reassembled.

      “Been working on a jigsaw puzzle?” I asked her.

      “Yep. Found it in the trash can. That’s where all the best stuff comes from.”

      I gave her a gentle push in the arm in amusement. It wasn’t the first time Cece had found something intriguing in the trash.

      I stared down at the bed. Cece had reassembled the pieces from a photograph, re-creating the rectangular piece of letter paper used to print it out. It wasn’t a professional photo printing, but one done on a regular home or office printer. Maybe even one of the ones we had in the ship’s business center, in fact.

      I stared at the picture, frowning. What was wrong with people? Why did they have to be so dishonest all the time?

      The photograph was of Jessica, sitting in a car, outside a hotel. Only she wasn’t alone; she was with a man. A man who wasn’t Rick. A man who she happened to be lip-locked with. And this was no innocent air kiss, this was an amorous embrace with what looked like full on tongue-twisting.

      “That’s not Rick.”

      “Right. I guess that’s why it was torn up and hidden at the bottom of the trash can.”

      “Why would she have a picture like that in the first place? It would only get her in trouble.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking. So that’s why I went through the trash again.”

      Clearly, Cece had been successful in her next dumpster dive too. Or trash can dive, as it was in this case.

      “What else did you find?”

      “Take a look at this.”

      Cece reached into the front of her apron, which contained a large pocket I knew she usually kept her phone in, as well as her gloves when she needed to take them off for a quick moment. This time, from its cavernous interior, when she withdrew her hand it was full of scraps of paper.

      “I’ve got another jigsaw puzzle for us to work on.”

      She opened her hand, and dozens of little scraps of paper covered in light blue ink snowed down onto the bed.

      “Let’s get to work, then,” I said, as I peered down at the bits of paper.

      Like with all puzzles, we started with the edges and the corners. Once we had those, it was actually surprisingly easy to put the rest of the pieces together. It quickly became apparent that what we were reassembling was a handwritten note of some kind.

      Since it was made up of actual words, it was simple to work out where each one went, as they normally contained enough scraps of a word for it to be obvious where they were supposed to connect. In under two minutes, we had the torn-up letter reassembled on the bed just below the photograph.

      “Well, well, well, would you look at that?” Cece gave a low whistle.

      “That is very interesting.”

      It was a short note. Short but not sweet.

      

      Do you want Rick to see this? You’re late with the usual payment. Make it if you want to stay married. This is your final and only warning. Time’s nearly up.

      

      “What do you think of that then? Do you think it’s someone on the ship? Or did she bring it with her?”asked Cece.

      “The person who wrote it is no longer with us.”

      Cece narrowed her eyes at me. “How do you know who wrote it?”

      It was a bit of a lucky coincidence that I knew the answer to that question. But I pointed down at the note.

      “This ink is an unusual color, right? A light aquamarine blue. And the writing? Look at it. Who writes like that?”

      “I have no idea who writes like that.” Cece had an angry edge behind her voice. She hated being in the dark about anything. As this was highly entertaining to me, I kept her there as long as I could.

      “No. But I do. At least I’m pretty certain. We just need to confirm it.”

      I went to leave the room, indicating for Cece to follow me, but she wasn’t having that. She grabbed me by the shoulder.

      “Oh no you don’t! You’re not teasing me like that! Tell me!”

      She was like a kid who couldn’t wait for a surprise, a child who got angry at the very idea of waiting ‘til Christmas Day to open their presents. I could just imagine her as a little girl, demanding a surprise be ruined so that she could find out what it was immediately.

      “Okay, okay. I’m pretty sure that was Andy’s writing. I saw him write something before, but we need to go and check, to make sure.”

      That was a good point, actually. I turned and went back to the bed, pulled out my phone, and took photos of both the re-created note and the photograph.

      “Come on. We’ve got to find Greg.”

      “Greg Washington?”

      “Do you know any other Gregs?”

      “Sure, I used to know a guy called Greg the Stud. We used to call him that because he—”

      “I mean on board the ship.”

      “No, I guess not, but you’ve got to hear about Greg the Stud, you won’t believe how b—”

      “Later! Come on.”

      Before we left the room, we gathered up all the scraps and put them back into Cece’s large apron pocket. It would be even quicker to reassemble them next time, if we needed to, now that we knew exactly what they were.

      We hurried over to the large kitchens behind the International Buffet.

      “There he is,” I said, pointing across the room, where Greg Washington seemed to be arranging a row of pans on a shelf so that they were lined up perfectly neatly, adjusting and readjusting each one so that each handle pointed at exactly the same angle as all of its neighbors.

      “Yo, Greg!” called Cece as we approached. “Stop playing with your pans. We’ve got a question.”

      He had a happy grin on his face as he greeted us, seemingly glad for the interruption.

      “What’s going on, ladies?”

      “This is important,” I said, looking him in the eyes. “Do you have that camera recommendation Andy gave you?”

      He laughed and went to stick a hand in his pocket.

      “Are you doing some urgent camera shopping?” His eyes darted back and forth between Cece and me, as if trying to assess why we might need an urgent camera recommendation.

      “No. I want to see Andy’s writing.”

      “I know, right? It was beautiful, honey.” He turned to Cece, still trying to figure out what we were about. “Are you into handwriting?”

      She scowled at him. “Into handwriting? Am I into handwriting? Cece Blake? Do you even know me?”

      “Hey, just asking. Hold on one sec.”

      Greg pulled out his wallet, opened it up, and withdrew the Awesome Andy business card he had received the other day. He put it face down on a stainless steel work surface in front of us. As soon as Cece saw it, she grabbed me by the arm.

      “It’s the same!”

      “Yep.” I was already holding up my phone with the picture of the note we had taken on the bed. The writing was exactly the same, as was the ink color. It was Andy. He hadn’t been having an affair with Jessica; he had been blackmailing her.

      “Are you guys going to hang out for a bit?” asked Greg, a glimmer of hope in his voice.

      “Can’t. Working.” Cece shook her head at him.

      “Sorry,” I said over my shoulder. I was already leaving. I had to see Ethan right away.

      “Charming…” said Greg loud enough that we could hear as we left him on his own to get back to straightening his pots and pans.

      It wasn’t time for charming; it was time for investigating. I felt like I was hot on the case now and wanted to get it solved as soon as possible.
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      I got to Ethan’s office quick enough to put Kelly Cline to shame.

      “Can I go in?” I asked the orderly in a rush, my hand already reaching for the door.

      “No—” my blood started to boil before I heard the rest of the sentence “— he’s not there.”

      Deflated, my hand fell back to my side. “Where is he? When will he be back?”

      “He has a meeting with the captain now, and then after that there’s the heads of department meeting. You’ll probably want to give it a couple of hours. Do you want me to take a message?”

      “Just tell him to call me as soon as he gets back.”

      “Will do. Have a good one.”

      With my sense of urgency now obliterated, I headed out onto the deck. I probably should’ve gone straight back to my cabin and finished that listicle about common photography mistakes, but I was too pumped up from our discovery to face sitting down at a desk and writing fluff.

      I headed out onto the constitutional deck and slowly began to walk around, thinking about what we’d just found out. If Jessica had been blackmailed by Andy, then she would have a very good reason to want him out of the picture. I laughed at that. The picture.

      “What’s so funny?” It was Sam. I’d been so distracted with my own thoughts I hadn’t even noticed her and had almost walked right into her. It seemed to be happening a lot lately. I guess trying to solve murders can do that to a person.

      “Nothing. Well, something. I just found out that Awesome Andy was more like Avaricious Andy.”

      “Ava-what-now?” said Sam.

      “Avaricious. It means like… really greedy? After money? That kind of thing.”

      “Ooh, more six-figure deals?”

      I shook my head at her.

      “Nope, not that. He was blackmailing Jessica.”

      Sam looked at me, impressed.

      “No way! How?”

      “As you won’t be surprised to find out after the bushes incident, it turns out Jessica was having an affair with some guy. But Andy knew about it, and he had photos to prove it. She was paying him off, on a regular schedule, to keep it a secret. We found a note he left for her.”

      “That’s wild.” Sam rubbed at her chin as she considered the obvious implications. “That means that maybe Jessica…” She whipped her right index finger across her throat, in a cutting motion.

      “Yep. Sounds pretty likely to me. What are you up to?”

      “Same as you. Going for a walk. Xavier has all the photographers off in the Mayan ruins, trying to capture the best macro image, for a kind of mini practice competition. I’ve set everything up for the next event and now I’m taking a breather.”

      “Nice.” Something caught my eye—or someone, rather. I nodded my head behind Sam’s shoulder. “Look, there’s Raina. I wonder why she didn’t go ashore.”

      We ambled over in her general direction, but before we got there, she pulled out her phone and started dialing a number. She had it pressed up against her head by the time we were close.

      “…well, the cruise was going well, darling, but there’s been a bit of a snag. Yes, yes… Uhhh… You’re not going to believe this, but you’ve got to keep it a secret, okay?”

      Sam and I looked at each other. A secret? She wasn’t about to spill the beans, was she?

      “…Andy died last night… yep… no, not on stage, literally … yes, as a doornail … No, I don’t know how… flu or something…”

      Sam and I gripped each other’s wrists. She was blabbing! She had promised to keep it a secret. And it wasn’t like it accidentally slipped out. She had just called someone up specifically to tell them. What did she think she was playing at?

      The only saving grace was that she hadn’t announced that it was a murder, instead saying that she didn’t know what had happened to him. Not that that would help much if whoever she was blabbing to started spreading it around.

      “…I know, it’s so tragic for you. I feel so sorry for you… The wedding’s still three months away. You can find someone else… I know nobody else is as good… What about Howard? He did my engagement photos and they were spectacular, before we managed to secure Andy for the wedding. There’s an idea…”

      Sam and I stood just a few yards behind her, carefully listening to the rest of the conversation to see what else she said. Mostly she just talked about wedding photographers and didn’t say anything else about Andy’s death. When the call was finally over, we approached her.

      “Hi, Raina. Who was that you were speaking to?”

      She appeared taken aback. “You weren’t eavesdropping, were you?” she asked with a frown.

      “Oh, no, I just couldn’t help but overhear. Umm, did you just tell someone about what happened to Andy?”

      “No, I was just—”

      Sam didn’t have time for nonsense.

      “We heard you just tell someone he was dead.” Sam was much better than me at being direct.

      “Yes, but it was Steph, not just someone.”

      “Steph? Who’s Steph?”

      “Steph is my best friend. If I know something, she knows something. I wasn’t telling her a secret—I was merely maintaining our friendship by not hiding it from her. She won’t tell anyone. You can trust Steph.”

      We can trust Steph? We don’t even know Steph. We barely knew Raina. And we were supposed to take her word that some friend of hers was going to maintain that secret? I doubted that very much. I wondered how long it would be before it got out now.

      “You see, Andy was supposed to do her wedding photographs. I had to tell her—I just had to. She needs to find another photographer ASAP. Do you know how hard it is to book a great photographer at the last minute? That’s she had to know right away. I mean, it’s a real tragedy for Steph.”

      “Andy, too.”

      Raina tilted her head at me, as if confused. Then she seemed to catch what I meant and gave me a little nod. “Oh, yes, so sad.”

      “You must’ve been very happy with his work on your wedding to give such a glowing recommendation.” Raina started to nod at me, glad that I was finally ‘understanding’ her position.

      “Well, yes. He had such a great reputation I just had to hire him. That’s what I told my husband: ‘Only the best for me!’ In fact, it was Steph who recommended Andy to me in the first place. She’d heard about him from one of her contacts.”

      “And of course you wanted him to do that new photoshoot, of you and your husband, right? What a shame.”

      Raina let out a long, slow, sad breath. “Oh, yes, I would have loved that. My husband and I are so in love, and we want to capture the moment while we still look fantastic. I mean, don’t get me wrong. We’ll always look fantastic, but you’re only twenty-nine once, right?”

      I squinted at her. If she was twenty-nine, then I was twenty-one. And I was not twenty-one, because if I was, it would make Cece about eleven years old.

      “It must be nice to be so in love,” said Sam. There was something about the way she said it that I knew it was about to be followed up by something with a sting. “Your husband must really trust you, since saw you coming out of Andy’s room the other night.”

      Raina’s lips parted in surprise, and then when she realized what Sam was implying, her brow knit into a deep frown. “That was just business. I was there to talk about the photoshoot. Nothing more.” She shook her head at Sam, contempt burning behind her eyes. “You shouldn’t judge other people when you don’t know what you’re really talking about.” She put her hands on her hips and gave Sam a final disapproving glare. “Good day.”

      Raina swiveled on her heels and marched away, her head down and shoulders tight in anger.

      “I don’t think she liked my observation.” Sam shrugged her shoulders. “Oh well.”

      I was glad she was taking an upset customer so lightly. Raina had seemed to be really annoyed, and I hoped it wouldn’t come back to haunt us.

      “I think we’d better be careful around her. She seems pretty angry right now.”

      “The cruise will be over in a few days, and she’ll be gone with the rest of them. Don’t worry about it.”

      But worrying was what I did.
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      I left Sam, who was going to go and set up a room for when the onshore photographers returned to the ship. They would all meet with Xavier and get some personal comments on the photographs they had taken, as well as get to check out what the others had snapped.

      The rapidly-improving photographers were going to put all of their best images up onto a projector screen and enjoy each other’s work.

      If I had my listicle done in time, maybe Xavier could put that up on the screen as well. Then again, it would probably be a bit too basic, even for the most amateur of the amateur photographers.

      I went to see whether Ethan was back in his office yet, hoping he might’ve slipped in between meetings. But when I arrived at his office, not only was the door ominously closed, there was no sign of the orderly who was normally outside either.

      With a shrug, I kept walking up the hallway. There wasn’t much more to this particular corridor; it rounded a corner and that was where the captain’s office was, and after that was a dead end. Since I didn’t have much cause to go to the captain’s office, I had never wandered up that way. But I thought the orderly outside the captain’s room might know what had happened to Ethan’s.

      Turning the corner, I saw that stationed outside the captain’s office were the same desk and intercom that were outside Ethan’s, and, just like Ethan’s, no one was there. Perhaps they were all off at lunch.

      Interestingly though, I could hear the sound of voices coming from the captain’s cabin.

      I took my time walking in that direction, not exactly intending to eavesdrop but just trying to catch whatever stray words floated my way, to see what the captain was talking about.

      The door was open, and even in the hallway, I could see the two occupants of the room, sitting opposite each other in a pair of armchairs around a glass coffee table.

      Both occupants were turned at an angle where they wouldn’t see me. If I’d gone and stood in the doorway and started waving my arms, they might’ve spotted me out of the corner of their eye, but from this far away, I was invisible unless they turned their heads.

      One of the men was the captain, sitting in his lovely white uniform that he didn’t manage to pull off quite as well as Ethan did. While Ethan’s seemed to be tailored exactly to his body, the captain’s seemed to be a bit too baggy in parts and too tight in others, like it wasn’t really designed for him. The captain was sitting opposite a clean-shaven bald man, who I didn’t immediately recognize, though there was something familiar about him that I couldn’t quite place.

      It won’t hurt to watch for a second. I’m just wondering around the ship, casually looking around. I’m not spying or eavesdropping. No way. That’s not me at all.

      While I was busy not spying, and not eavesdropping, I picked up a few choice pieces of their conversation, purely by chance.

      “…I didn’t do anything illegal. Nothing.” That was the captain. Nothing illegal, huh? That was interesting. Usually when people are protesting that they didn’t do anything wrong, they almost certainly did do something wrong.

      “…I’ve got proof. I’m going to get you. Don’t think I won’t.” That was the bald man.

      “I’ve had just about enough of this. You can’t prove anything.” The captain finished this last sentence with a slap on the glass table of his palms, causing a white china ornamental stork in the middle to wobble.

      The bald man stood up angrily, waving his index finger at the captain.

      “You just wait and see.”

      The man started to turn, and I was pretty sure he was about to exit the captain’s cabin, so I jumped back.

      Out of the line of sight of the office, I walked away quickly, rounding the corner near Ethan’s office before either of the men could catch sight of me.

      The bald man had looked so familiar somehow. But it wasn’t until I was outside on the deck again that I realized who it was that I had seen. It was the image of the man when he went to stand up that made me suddenly realize who it was.

      The reason I hadn’t recognized him right away was because of his disguise. Not the disguise he had on now; he’d removed it. The disguise he had been wearing when I saw him last.

      The curly hair and the french cut beard, both of them had been fake. I had finally gotten a glimpse of what the man who posed as a housekeeper and danced with Kelly actually looked like: bald and clean-shaven.

      What did it mean? Who was this man? And what was it that he had on the captain? That he was threatening the captain of the ship meant he was at least somewhat dangerous—to the captain if not everyone else.

      Now I had two reasons to see Ethan. But he still wasn’t there.

      There was only one thing for it.

      I’d have lunch instead.

      A girl’s got to keep her energy levels up, after all.
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      I treated myself to a nice little fourteen-course lunch. Okay, it wasn’t really fourteen courses. But I did have fourteen different items from the International Buffet, and I took photos of all of them, so it felt like I’d had fourteen different courses.

      Once I was certain I was full and had killed enough time for Ethan’s meetings to be over, I had a stack of plates in front of me piled up almost to the level of my neck.

      I was staring at the plates, contentedly and letting my lunch settle while I contemplated whether or not to have some dessert, when I was met with a rude awakening.

      “Adrienne,” said Ethan, appearing from behind me. “Had a light lunch?”

      I felt my cheeks beginning to flush. How embarrassing was this?

      “Ethan, I didn’t expect to see you here. Actually I was looking for you.”

      “I know you were. That’s why I came looking for you.”

      “You should’ve sent me a message…”

      “But that’s no fun.” He looked at the stack of plates and then at the three other empty chairs at the table. None of them had even been pulled out, and it was clear I had been dining alone.

      “I was taking pictures. That’s why there’s so many plates.”

      Ethan pulled out one of the chairs and sat down, an amused smile playing on his lips. “I’m sure they were fantastic pictures. And how was the food?”

      “I didn’t eat that much,” I said, trying to keep a straight face, “but what I had was pretty good. Greg Washington runs a good kitchen.”

      “That he does. I don’t like to come here in case I overindulge.”

      “Yeah, me too. But I needed some pictures. Sacrificing for my art and all that.”

      Ethan clasped his hands together on top of the table in front of him and settled comfortably in the chair.

      “So what was it that you wanted to talk to me about?”

      “There was one thing, but now there’s two.” I looked over my shoulder for a waitress to take away the stack of plates that seemed to be staring across at me with incriminating looks.

      “Oh?”

      “When I couldn’t find you, I wandered around the corner to the captain’s office. He was talking to the man—you know, the one disguised as a housekeeper before. The one I saw breaking into the captain’s cabin.”

      “Is that so?” Ethan was slowly rubbing his hands together in contemplation while he listened to me.

      “Yes. The door was open and I just glanced in and saw them. It sounded like he was threatening the captain. The captain kept saying that he hadn’t done anything wrong. But the man was saying he had proof and he was going to get him.”

      “Proof of what?”

      “I don’t know. But whatever it is, it sounded serious. He sounded kind of dangerous, in fact.”

      Ethan nodded a few times before leaning back in his chair with a sigh, letting his arms drop down and giving them a shake as if to ease out an ache or cramp.

      “And?”

      “Oh. The other thing. You’re not going to believe this.”

      “After the last few cruises we’ve had, I’m open to believing a whole lot more things than I used to,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean. But get this—Not-so-Awesome Andy was blackmailing one of the VIP passengers, Jessica.”

      “Blackmailing her? How was he doing that?”

      “Well, it obviously started some time ago, long before this cruise. He had photos of Jessica cheating on her husband, Rick. I saw one of the pictures, all torn up. Cece and I put it back together. He left a note with it, telling her that she had to make the normal payments, or else he would ruin her marriage by informing Rick that she was cheating on him.”

      “Pictures? And a note? Saying all of that?”

      “Yep.”

      “It seems Andy wasn’t very awesome at all, was he? And pretty dumb, too. I mean, if you’re going to blackmail someone, you don’t write it down and incriminate yourself.”

      “Don’t you?” My face was all innocence. “I’ve never really thought about it before, blackmailing someone.”

      “No, I don’t see why you would have. But I guess it’s true about what they say: most criminals are caught because they make stupid mistakes. Though I guess in this case, Andy got away with it while he was alive.”

      “Well, yeah, except maybe he didn’t get away with it. Maybe it caused his death. I mean, I bet Jessica didn’t like being blackmailed much.”

      “Tell me about this Jessica. Does she strike you as a murderer?”

      Finally, a waitress came over and took away the stack of plates in front of me. I breathed a sigh of relief, seeing them gone. I wasn’t quite sure how to answer Ethan’s question though.

      “One thing I’ve learned recently is that you never can tell with people. Jessica doesn’t strike me as a murderer, but then they never seem to. In her case though, she seems to be too much of a ditz to successfully get away with killing someone. I’m not saying she’s stupid exactly… no, I guess I am. She is stupid. And an airhead. And a ditz. But she did seem quite sweet with it. Too sweet to be a killer, I would have assumed.”

      “She clearly wasn’t clever enough to cover up her affair, if Andy managed to find out about it.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. Ethan gave me a questioning look.

      “Andy wasn’t the only one who found out about it. Me and Sam did too. We caught her behind some bushes with some guy who wasn’t her husband.” I shook my head at the memory. “If she did commit the murder, I bet she made a few mistakes and left some clues.”

      “I think we should try and have a word with her then, don’t you?”

      I nodded agreement. “Yep. I think she’s still on shore at the moment with the rest of the photographers, taking some pictures. Hopefully we can catch her when they come back, before the next session that Xavier is running.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Thanks for filling me in.”

      I leaned back in my chair, pleased with myself, until I realized I’d forgotten something.

      “Oh wait, there was another thing I needed to tell you.”

      “You’ve had a busy morning, haven’t you? And I was just stuck in meetings.”

      “I suppose I have. This isn’t good news, I’m afraid. I don’t know how long we’re going to be able to keep the murder a secret.”

      “Oh? What happened?” Ethan didn’t look pleased at the news.

      “That woman, Raina, on the cruise on her own. She called up one of her friends and told them that Andy was dead.”

      Ethan groaned and rubbed at his head with his right hand. “That’s all we need. She told her friend that he was murdered?”

      I shook my head.

      “Thankfully not. She just said he had died. I asked her about it, and she said she had to tell her friend, because her friend was trying to hire Andy to do the photography for her own wedding. She said her friend—Steph—she needed to know urgently so that she could find another photographer.”

      “It’s hard to believe the photographer is that important, isn’t it? You would think there were dozens of competent people who could lift up a camera and press the button at the right time.”

      I giggled at him. I was pretty much of the same opinion, but neither of us were photography experts either.

      “I know, right? And Raina herself had been offering him six figures for a few pictures, too! It’s ridiculous.” I paused a moment, a thought forming. “That gives me an idea. Hold on.”

      “Oh?” Ethan leaned forward, curious.

      I pulled out my phone and launched the internet browser. I typed Raina wedding photos Awesome Andy into the search box.

      Just as I thought, they were available online. Raina was one of those people who was rich enough that when they got married, it made the local magazines and newspapers as well as socialite gossip blogs.

      I clicked on a link which promised to show all the photos of her society wedding. While the page loaded up, I shuffled my chair around the table a little so I was closer to Ethan and put the phone on the table between us. He lifted his own chair and brought it closer to mine so that we were both sitting right by the corner, the phone within easy viewing of both of us. Our knees grazed against each other, and he patted me on the leg with a grin.

      “So these are her wedding pictures,” I said. “The ones that cost more than my parents’ house.”

      Ethan’s eyebrows raised.

      “Houses are cheap in the part of Nebraska I come from,” I said, half embarrassed. It really was true. When I saw how much houses cost in some of the more expensive parts of the country, it made my eyes almost fall out of their sockets. How did people ever afford them?

      As the pictures loaded up, we both stared as I scrolled through them.

      “These are… good?” asked Ethan uncertainly.

      “I guess they’re artistic?”

      Since this was more my realm than Ethan’s, I wanted to be able to explain to him just why they were good. The problem was—I couldn’t.

      “Half her face is missing from that one. That’s… artistic, is it?”

      “I suppose so. And you see the way both their faces are blurred in this one? That’s definitely done deliberately.”

      “I guess you must be right. But why?”

      Good question. But not one I could answer.

      “Maybe it’s the style these days? It’s too late to ask Andy. Though we could speak to Raina. Maybe she could explain what it is that we’re missing. They probably look better in a photo album, or in a magazine, than on a small phone screen.”

      “Yeah, I guess they probably do.”

      Neither of us seemed convinced. It did put a little thought into the back of my mind though: maybe I could be a six-figure photographer. I mean, if this was art, then I was fairly certain I could become an artist.

      There was a buzzing from Ethan’s pocket. He pulled out his own phone, frowned at the screen, and shook his head in mild annoyance.

      “Looks like I’ve got a small fire to put out. Let’s catch up and go see Jessica together in about half an hour or so?”

      I nodded. That would give me time for a dessert or two, and maybe a coffee.

      “Sounds good. I’ll take a stroll to work off some of my lunch,” I said with a chuckle.

      He gave my hand a squeeze as he stood up.

      “See you shortly. I’ll try and be as quick as possible.”

      “Take your time,”

      “Shall I walk you out?”

      “Um, no, I’ve just got to send a quick email. You go ahead.”

      Yeah, send an email and check that the Death by Chocolate Cake was still up to its normal high chocolatey standards.

      “See you later then.”

      I waved goodbye to Ethan with one eye on the dessert station.

      There’d still be plenty of time for a little walk as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, hold on.”

      Ethan was grinning at me as he approached. What was he smiling about?

      I soon found out when he wiped away a smear of chocolate from the corner of my mouth.

      “Oh my goodness! That’s so embarrassing!”

      “Death by Chocolate? It’s the best cake on this old boat,” said Ethan with a laugh.

      Willing that pesky color out of my cheeks, I walked beside him through the ship’s large Grand Atrium where we’d agreed to meet.

      On our way to go and see Jessica, we passed by the same bar that Cece and I had seen Rick in before, drinking with Greg Washington. This time, he wasn’t with Greg though, who was no doubt in the kitchens working.

      Rick was sitting by himself, up on the same barstool he’d fallen off the day before, six empty beer bottles in a row on the counter in front of him.

      “Someone’s honeymoon is going poorly,” I said, pointing my head toward the man at the bar.

      “Looks like it. And his wife was not only having an affair, but also being blackmailed? Poor guy.”

      “I know. I feel sorry for him. He thinks his wife just married him for the money. Awful, huh?”

      “I guess. Come on. Let’s see if we can find the bride.”

      We passed by Andy’s room on the way to Jessica’s. From the outside, you wouldn’t know someone had been killed only a few yards away.

      The only sign that there was even anything slightly amiss was the Do Not Disturb sign hanging on the door. But it was hardly the only room with one of those.

      As we passed, my footsteps quickened. There was something about places where people had died that gave me the jitters.

      Ethan rang the doorbell to Rick and Jessica’s room, and we didn’t have to wait more than a few seconds before she opened it.

      Jessica was wearing a short little black dress with some very high heels. It wasn’t exactly what you expected to see someone wearing on a typical afternoon.

      “Oh, hello. You caught me trying on dresses. What can I do for you?”

      “Can we come in?” I said to her. “We need to talk to you about something. Something serious.”

      “Serious?” Jessica’s eyes went wide. “Did I spend too much in the boutique? Are they angry at me?”

      It took me a moment to work through what she was saying. When I finally understood, it didn’t do much to improve my opinion of her intellect.

      “What? No. I don’t think they would ever get angry at that. Can we come in?”

      “Sure, make yourselves at home. You had me worried they were going to come and take their dresses back for a moment!”

      I followed Ethan inside. At first it looked like he was going toward the sofa, the one that was an exact copy of the one Andy had died on. But he switched direction halfway across the room, and went to sit at the dining table, like we had in Xavier and Zara’s suite.

      I approved of his choice.

      When we were all seated, Jessica sat there with an expectant look on her face, clearly wondering what this was about.

      “Jessica, we know you were being blackmailed by Andy.”

      “Black mail? All my mail is white. In envelopes. At least I think it is. I don’t remember getting anything black in the mail.”

      Ethan and I exchanged wary looks. Was she trying to pull one over on us or was she actually that slow? It was hard to tell.

      “We don’t mean that. We mean he was making you give him money. To keep a very important secret.”

      Jessica sucked in a massive breath of air as her mouth dropped wide open in shock. She closed it and bit her lip, wringing her hands together in front of us while she thought about what to say.

      “No, he wasn’t,” she finally said, after she managed to regain control of her jaw. Unfortunately her body language had already told us that he definitely was in about half a dozen different ways.

      “Jessica. We just saw your reaction.” I looked in her eyes as I spoke, making sure she knew that we knew the truth.

      “But how did you know?”

      “One of the housekeepers found a blackmail note, and a photograph, when she was cleaning the room,” Ethan said very matter-of-factly.

      “But they can’t have. I destroyed it.”

      “You didn’t do a very good of destroying it. It was easy to put the pieces back together.”

      Jessica shook her head in disbelief, as if the very thought of reassembling those pieces was a mission on par with the Manhattan Project, or the first moonshot.

      “Okay. I admit it. I was having an affair with my tennis instructor—he’s on the cruise too—because we’re in love.” She looked to me, then to Ethan, and then back to me as if for moral support. I wasn’t about to offer her any, and it didn’t look like Ethan was either.

      “We’re in love, but I have to stay married to Rick for another year. If I divorce him before then, I won’t get anything in the settlement. He made me sign a prenup. Can you believe it?”

      I thought Rick had done the right thing in getting her to sign a prenup, but I didn’t think she actually wanted to hear my opinion on the matter, at least not right then.

      “Andy found out, and he was blackmailing you. But you wanted to end it, right?”

      She wrinkled up her face. “What do you mean?”

      “We saw the note. You hadn’t made your last payment to him. He was threatening you.”

      Jessica shook her head. “Oh, no. I just forgot. It was lucky he reminded me. Though I’m not sure how to make the payment now that he’s sick and not coming out. Should I give it to the doctor in sickbay?” She scrunched up her face in thought. “Andy always likes it in cash. He says he doesn’t want a paper trail.” She paused for another moment, and as I watched, I saw her face light up with a brilliant idea. “I know! Could you give the money to him for me?”

      “No,” Ethan said it with such finality that Jessica immediately shut her mouth in shock.

      Jessica didn’t seem to be responding the way I thought a murderer would. I decided to push on regardless.

      “It must have made you angry, right? Andy making you pay him all that money?”

      Jessica looked confused. “Angry? Why?”

      Ethan and I exchanged another pair of disbelieving looks.

      “Because he’s taking your money!” I said. “I mean, wouldn’t it make you want to kill him?”

      There, I’d said it. I felt I had to be that obvious, though. She clearly wasn’t following my line of questioning, so I needed to be incredibly direct.

      Jessica frowned. “Kill him? Why would I want to do that? He was helping me by keeping my secret!”

      Was that really how she saw it?

      “But if he was dead, he would still be keeping your secret, and you wouldn’t have to pay him anymore.”

      “Oh!” I felt like I could see the gears turning and whirring inside her head behind her eyes. Like realization was suddenly dawning upon her, as she made some great discovery. “Wow. I never thought of that. How do you guys come up with stuff like that?”

      She couldn’t possibly be this dim, could she? If she was, then there was no way she’d be clever enough to get away with murder. She would’ve messed up along the way, and we would find out before too long, I was sure of it.

      “Anyway,” said Jessica, “I couldn’t kill Andy.”

      “Why not?” asked Ethan wearily. Her idiotic answers seemed to be wearing on his last nerve.

      “I don’t know how to kill someone. It’s not like they teach you that in school.”

      “I don’t think any murderers took classes for it, Jessica,” I explained. “Sometimes, people just, you know, pick up a gun, point it, and pull the trigger.”

      “Well, I don’t know how to do any of that, either!” She stopped to think again for another long second. “I don’t like loud noises.”

      We weren’t getting anywhere with her. Either she was a genius pretending to be an idiot, or an idiot who made no attempt to hide it.

      “Why are you asking me this anyway? Isn’t Andy sick with the flu?”

      “Yes, that’s right. He’s sick with the flu,” said Ethan shaking his head in exasperation.

      There hadn’t been any need to tell Jessica that Andy was dead, and it was good to know that she hadn’t heard a rumor about it yet. I suspected if she did find out though, the secret wouldn’t last longer than the time it took her to open her mouth again. Which wouldn’t be long at all.

      Jessica leaned back in her chair, seemingly exhausted from our conversation. Then I saw the same look on her face again that I had seen before, and I knew she had something else to say.

      “Can I ask your advice?”

      We both leaned forward. This might lead somewhere was what we were both thinking. But it didn’t lead anywhere we wanted to go.

      “Go on. What’s your question?”

      Jessica stood up again and put two hands to her body indicating her tight black dress.

      “The ball tomorrow, the invitation said it was black dress. But this dress has got sparkly bits on it. Look, it goes a little bit pink, and then a little bit purple, and a little bit green, when I move. Do you think it’s all right?”

      I frowned at her. “Those are sequins. Black sequins. And yes, they’re fine. You won’t have any trouble getting into the ball with a dress like that.”

      Jessica beamed back at me. “Thank you so much. I tried to find a dress with the least purply pinky greeny bits. But whenever I held it up to the light, it seemed like they’re all the same. This one seemed to have the least though.”

      It probably has the least because it’s the smallest, I thought.

      “They are all the same. The sequins reflect the light, that’s all.”

      She shook her head in wonder. “How do you know all that? I didn’t learn anything useful in school. And I went to an Ivy League!”

      I stared at her to see if she was joking or not. She wasn’t. I didn’t think she could do jokes.

      But attending an Ivy League school wasn’t a joke. I couldn’t help but imagine there was a building with her family name on it somewhere on campus. Possibly more than one.

      “We’ll leave you to get back to the important work of trying on dresses,” said Ethan. “Thank you for your time.”

      “No problem! But don’t tell Rick about the blacked out mail, okay? He’d kill me!”

      “Blackmail,” corrected Ethan. “We won’t.”

      For the entire walk across the suite until we were outside, Ethan shook his head and muttered to himself. I knew exactly how he felt. Jessica really was a special kind of woman.

      When we were outside, Ethan banged his hand against the wall in frustration.

      “This is ridiculous, isn’t it?”

      “Yep,” I said. I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant, but I was pretty sure I was going to agree with whatever he said.

      “It must be her. It must. She was literally being blackmailed by him, and had the most to gain from anyone on this ship from his death.”

      “Right, but she’s so… dumb. She didn’t even realize how she could benefit from his death.”

      “I know. I don’t know what to think. Is she just toying with us, maybe? I’ve never met someone so unable to think before.”

      “Yeah. She’s got the motivation, but it’s almost like she didn’t even realize she had the motivation.”

      We both stood there in silence for a moment.

      “Let’s try and keep a close eye on her,” I said to him. “See if her being an airhead is only a facade, or whether it goes more than skin deep.” I frowned at the thought of it. “If she is just putting on a show, we’ll know we’ve got someone dangerous on our hands.”

      “Keep an eye on her when you can. And I will too.” Ethan ran his hand through his hair. “If she had even the slightest bit more intelligence about her, I’d have her in the brig already.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “If only we had some proof.”

      While my head nodded, my brain worked. I would find the proof—if there was any to be had, anyway.

      “I’ll see what I can dig up.”

      “Good. Just don’t do anything dangerous.”

      I grinned at him.

      “As if I would.”
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      Ethan and I were waiting by the nearest elevator to Jessica’s room. We could hear the elevator arriving before the doors opened, not because the elevator shaft was particularly noisy, but because the occupants were. They were arguing.

      “That sounds like Zara and Xavier,” I said quietly to Ethan. “Did you tell Xavier that Zara was having an affair with Andy?”

      Ethan just about had enough time to answer before the doors opened.

      “Nope. Not my business. I didn’t say anything.”

      The doors began to slide apart, and before they were even halfway open Zara had squeezed out of the elevator, barely giving us a glance as she stomped off down the hallway. Xavier was still inside, a slightly embarrassed look on his face. He stepped out, standing between us, clearly awkward.

      “Trouble in paradise?” I asked with a weak smile.

      Xavier slowly shook his head and gave out a long, tired sigh. “I just don’t know what to do. We haven’t been getting along with each other for a while now. I wish I could just break up with her.”

      Maybe he had found out about Zara’s affair.

      “Why are you unhappy?”

      Xavier shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s like we’re just too different, you know? She doesn’t seem to appreciate the importance of the magazines I edit. And all she ever wants to talk about is fashion—but there’s so much more to life, isn’t there? What about travel? What about art?”

      Xavier seemed to be getting into his stride. He took another step forward, and then turned around so he could hold court with Ethan and me.

      “…And then there’s the fact that she always keeps me waiting. If we’ve got a seven o’clock appointment, at 7:15 she’ll still be putting on her earrings. I mean, what is that?”

      I nodded sympathetically and noticed that he hadn’t mentioned anything about Andy.

      “Why don’t you just break up with her?” asked Ethan, diving straight to the point.

      “Me? Break up with her? Are you out of your mind? She’s the boss’s daughter. Her father owns the magazine I run. You can’t break up with the boss’s daughter without good reason. Not if you value your career at all. And I do value my career, let me tell you. Nope. I’m stuck with her. ‘Til death do us part.”

      “I’m sure you could end it if you had a good reason…” I suggested, letting my words hang in the air, seeing if he would take the bait.

      Though I wasn’t planning to involve myself in their love life, I did feel just a little sorry for him. I’d almost forgiven him for being so rude when I’d first met him. At least he had never been as mean as Annoying Andy.

      “Yeah? A good reason like what?”

      “Like if she was cheating on you. Having an affair with someone.”

      “Zara? Having an affair with someone? Is this purely hypothetical, or do you actually know something?”

      Ethan looked at me and gave a shrug, raising his eyebrows and looking up to the ceiling. If I wanted to tell him, I could. From the way Xavier was looking at me, I didn’t have much choice now.

      “Andy. She was having an affair with Andy.”

      I braced myself for fireworks.

      “Andy? Affable old Andy? Are you serious?”

      Xavier was staring at me so intently I couldn’t help but feel nervous. Although my hands were by my side, I was ready to whip them up to defend myself, or to start running away.

      “Yes, I saw them, just before he… you know…” I made an awkward face to indicate the death, never liking to actually say words like died or murdered out loud.

      Xavier’s following reaction was not at all what I expected. He didn’t explode in anger, or anything like it. Quite the opposite, in fact.

      He leaned back against the wall and started laughing. And he didn’t stop.

      I exchanged a worried look with Ethan. He looked nervous too. Why was Xavier laughing?

      That wasn’t how you were supposed to react when you found out your partner was cheating on you. You were supposed to be angry, upset, devastated. Not whatever this was.

      Xavier wiped a tear from his eye with the back of his hand. “Andy? The dog! He could have at least told me! That’s the best news I’ve heard all day!”

      Xavier started to laugh again, putting his hands on his knees to support himself in his mirth. I stepped back from him. This guy was weird. Maybe even nuts.

      “Interesting reaction,” said Ethan to the hysterical laughter.

      Xavier stood up straight again, wiped his eyes to remove a couple more amused tears, and nodded at Ethan. “But it’s just such great news. You just heard me complaining about her. Now this gives me the perfect reason to break up with her, doesn’t it? Wonderful news. I just wish Andy had told me—and told me much sooner. Then I wouldn’t have ended up locked in a cabin with her all week.” He shook his head to himself at the thought of how he could’ve escaped.

      We looked at him expectantly, while he continued to smile, slap his own leg, and shake his head in amusement. Finally, he spoke again.

      “Thank you. Thank you very much. You’ve just made my day. Is there anything else? Got a winning lottery ticket to give me? Perhaps a yacht and a new supermodel girlfriend?”

      “No, we’ll let you get on.” Ethan didn’t look very impressed with Xavier at all. I didn’t think he was the kind of man who Ethan respected.

      “Very well. Excellent. See you both later.”

      Ethan and I both had our arms crossed in front of our chests as we watched Xavier walk down the hallway. He had his hands clasped behind his back, and as he approached his cabin he started to whistle, albeit poorly.

      When he disappeared, Ethan turned back to me with an amazed look on his face. “That wasn’t exactly the reaction we were expecting, was it?”

      “Nope. You know, I’ve met so many strange people these last few weeks, but they still never cease to amaze me.”

      “I know what you mean. Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
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      Not less than two hours after having informed Xavier that his girlfriend had been cheating on him—with a now-deceased lover—he was giving a photography lecture. I was there to take photos while they talked about taking photos.

      “Good afternoon everyone! I’m so excited to see you all here. It’s an absolutely beautiful day, isn’t it?” Xavier was positively beaming on the stage, bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet.

      The audience were infused by his energy and shouted out happy replies in the affirmative, that it was indeed a beautiful afternoon.

      “Are you all feeling great? Because I sure am! And I must say, I’m just so excited to have the chance to tell you all about today’s two topics: the rule of thirds, and photography during the golden hour.”

      As Xavier launched into the topic at hand, I couldn’t help but get a kick out of his positivity. It hadn’t waned at all since earlier. I had entertained the idea that maybe he had been in shock earlier, when Ethan and I had told him that his girlfriend had been cheating on him. Perhaps after a while he would become depressed, or at least a little bit down.

      But no, he was happier than ever. If he was motivated to kill Andy because his girlfriend was cheating on him, he was doing an outstanding job of covering it up. It did make me wonder how Zara was taking it though. I assumed he had confronted her.

      I felt a nudge on my side. It was Sam, who had just arrived.

      “What’s got into him?” she asked, jerking her head toward the stage. He was now flinging his arms around, grinning, and almost hopping around the small stage as he gave his presentation.

      “He just found out his girlfriend was cheating on him.”

      Sam squinted at me, trying to work out if I was kidding and she just didn’t get the joke. When she saw that I wasn’t, she said, “Really? Why is he so… chipper?”

      “I know, right? Turns out he’s been wanting to break up with her. But he was afraid, because her dad owns the magazine he runs. But now he has the perfect excuse. That’s why he’s so happy. At least that’s what he claims.”

      “If breaking up made him this happy, then what on earth was he doing with her in the first place?”

      “As I said, her father owns the magazine that he edits. He didn’t want to break up with her in case it led to repercussions from on high.”

      “Unbelievable. What are these people like?” It was a rhetorical question, and Sam was just saying the same thing that Ethan and I had thought earlier.

      “I know. I’m wondering how Zara’s taking it. It would be funny if she was just as relieved as well, wouldn’t it?”

      “Well, if you are interested, you can go and see. In fact, that would explain a lot. I saw her sitting at Hemingway’s, up at the bar, on her own, with two cocktails in front of her.”

      “Is that so? If it’s all right with you, I’m going to skip out and see what she has to say.”

      Sam gave me an affirmative nod. “No problem. I’ll cover things here. Good luck.”

      Before I went to Hemingway’s, I gave Ethan a quick call. He agreed to meet me there.

      Since we were no closer with Jessica yet, or Xavier, Zara was someone we wanted to spend a little more time with. As Andy’s secret lover, there could have been all kinds of hidden motives we were unaware of for wanting him dead.

      When I arrived at Hemingway’s, Zara had one half full glass and one empty one in front of her. It obviously hadn’t taken her long to demolish the first one that Sam had seen her with.

      Ethan arrived at almost the same time, and we both walked up to the bar together.

      “Could we join you for a minute, Zara?” I said to her.

      She turned her head slowly to look at me, with slightly glassy eyes. “Sure. Why not? Better than drinking alone.”

      “Two sparkling mineral waters, please,” ordered Ethan to the bartender. It was the same young blond man who had served the photographers the other evening.

      “Well, you’re no fun, are you?” said Zara with an accusatory tone.

      “Yes, he is,” I said defensively. “But we’re working.”

      “Some work. Sitting at the bar.”

      Only because we’re investigating you as a murder suspect, I thought.

      “The job has its ups and downs,” I said through gritted teeth. “But how are you doing, Zara? I mean, with Xavier.” I gave her a sympathetic wince.

      She slurped at her drink for an interminable amount of time before she looked up at me again.

      “So you heard, then?”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to tell her that it was actually me who had informed Xavier of her affair. I didn’t think we would get far in our conversation if she was blaming me for the collapse of her relationship..

      “I can’t believe he’s breaking up with me. It just doesn’t seem right.” She stuck her head back down and began to sip at her drink again.

      “You must really love him,” I said.

      Zara gave me a funny look. “Love him? Xavier? No.” She saw the look of confusion on my face. “Just because I don’t love him doesn’t mean I don’t want to be with him.”

      I looked around Zara at Ethan, who was sitting on the other side of her. He seemed to be content to let me do the talking on this one. He gave me a shrug and put a hand out to indicate I should keep talking to her. I guess he thought that a fellow woman I would get more out of her than him.

      “Why would you want to go out with him if you didn’t, you know, really like him?”

      Zara looked at me as if with fresh eyes, as if trying to figure me out. Like I might be a bit slow, and she was going to have to explain something difficult to me. Kind of like how we had looked at Jessica earlier.

      In a way, she was right. Our minds seemed to work in completely different ways.

      “You know I’m a model, right? Well, trying to be one. And he’s an editor of a top magazine. Don’t you see? We’re great for each other. He’s got connections that help my career, and he makes me look good too—people think I’m clever since I’m dating a top magazine editor. And of course he gets to have a model draped on his arm for all the events we attend. It’s basically a perfect relationship. Or it would be if he wasn’t trying to ruin it.”

      A perfect relationship where neither of them particularly liked each other. Rich people really did live in a different world than the rest of us.

      “I guess Xavier doesn’t see it the same way.”

      Zara carefully took the two glasses, both of which were now empty, and pushed them forward right to the edge of the bar. She then lowered her head until it was just above the counter and thumped it against the bar top. Alarmed, I reached over and pulled her back up by her shoulders.

      “Sorry,” she said with a laugh, as she rubbed her forehead with her hand. “This is all just messing me up. You know, Xavier said he’s not even going to sleep with me anymore. He’s going to sleep in the other bedroom!”

      “Oh.” I wondered what Zara would say if I pointed out that the reason her relationship had ended was her own fault. So I decided to find out. “Was it serious, between you and Andy?”

      She laughed, sighed, and then laughed again. “Serious? Me and him? Of course not. I was just using him.”

      I raised my eyebrows and gestured for her to continue with a look.

      “He’s a photographer. He knew lots of other photographers—fashion photographers, top ones. My plan was to give him a little sugar, and he’d hook me up with some fashion photographers. You know, get me in front of the lenses. I guess that isn’t going to happen now, either.”

      “I suppose not.” It sounded to me more like Andy was using her than the other way around. I wondered how long he had been stringing her along with promises of introducing her to fashion photographers.

      “Hey!” yelled Zara in the direction of the tropical shirt-wearing bartender, who was busy polishing glasses. His head poked up with a bright, toothy white smile, as if he hadn’t just been yelled at in an incredibly rude manner. “Two more of these!”

      “Sure thing, ma’am,” said the barman, and if I wasn’t mistaken, he even gave her a wink. I bet he got good tips.

      “Men. Can’t trust them, right?”

      I could see Ethan looking at me from the other side of Zara. I’d have tread carefully here. I wanted to stay on both of their good sides.

      “You’ve definitely got to be careful about who you trust,” I said, nodding as if in agreement with her.

      “Yep that’s exactly what I mean. You can’t trust men. Even when you think you know someone…”

      This was intriguing.

      “Did you hear something, then? About Andy?”

      “I didn’t hear anything. I saw something. I was around Andy’s apartment, in New York, a couple of weeks ago. When he was in the shower, I was just, you know—looking around.” Snooping, I thought to myself. “Even he was up to something shady. I saw his accounts. He got big payouts from people, but not for photography.”

      “What were they for?”

      “I don’t know. I tried to hint at it and get him to tell me, but he just said all he ever did was photography. But I knew he was lying. There were payments from people I knew he had never photographed. Or more payments months or years later when he hadn’t done any other work for them. That’s why I say you can’t trust men. Even famous successful ones like Andy—they’re all hiding something.”

      So he had some big payouts that weren’t photography? That was interesting. I knew some of them were coming from Jessica, as blackmail. But what if Jessica wasn’t the only one he was blackmailing? Maybe there were other people, less airheaded ones, who actually understood the benefit of him being dead.

      Zara was a wealth of information at the moment. I decided to see what else she could fill us in on.

      “He was well-paid though, wasn’t he? I heard about a wedding he did, for—”

      Zara interrupted me, a fog of confusion on her face.

      “A wedding? He doesn’t do weddings. He says they don’t pay well, and it’s what amateur photographers do. He looked down on wedding photographers.”

      “This was two years ago. And I heard he was being offered six figures for some follow-up pictures. Seems unbelievable, right?”

      “Six figures? Him? For wedding pictures?”

      I shrugged. “Not even wedding pictures. Just a couple of pictures for a two-year anniversary.”

      Zara snorted in disbelief. “Yeah, and pigs might fly. Of course if that was true, it would certainly help him. He never seemed to have enough money.”

      “No? He told me he was successful.”

      “Yeah, he was successful. But he also had expensive tastes. A three-bedroom apartment and a nice car, in Manhattan? That’s not the kind of lifestyle that working photographers lead.” She shook her head at the thought of it. “Even pretty successful ones.”

      The barman put two drinks down in front of her, and she immediately stuck one straw into her mouth and took several big gulps. Then she sat up straight, clutching her hand to her throat.

      I looked at Ethan, who shared my alarm at the sight of her. It looked like she had been poisoned.

      “So… cold!” she said, rubbing at her neck.

      I stifled a laugh. She had just downed a huge amount of crushed ice and frozen her throat.

      “You sure you’re not going to join me for a real drink?” she asked again, staring at my glass of fizzy water which was now nearly finished. I’d been sipping at it while she gossiped.

      I shook my head. “Not today, I’m afraid.”

      “Well, if you’re not going to drink with me, I’d rather drink alone.”

      Ethan caught my eye and nodded. It was time for us to get out of there. But this conversation hadn’t been futile at least. It had given us a lot more to think about.

      It seemed Avaricious Andy had more skeletons in his closet than we’d thought.
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      That day seemed to be a day for miserable lone drinkers. Not an hour after I had left Zara, I passed another half of an unhappy couple. This time, it was Rick’s other half, Jessica, who was sitting at the bar inside the Cocktail Club on her own.

      This time, I did not go to talk with the solitary cocktail drinker. Instead, it gave me an idea. After Ethan and I had spoken to her earlier, we were still suspicious. Was she as much of an airhead as she put on or was it an act? In order to get to the bottom of that question, I wanted to investigate her a little further. And that meant looking at her stuff.

      I knew Rick was at Xavier’s photography class and follow-up workshop, which should still have had at least another hour to go, if not longer depending on how long he spent chatting with them after.

      Of course Jessica should have been with the photographers as well, but it looked like she had dropped out. In fact, come to think of it, I didn’t think I had seen her at any of the photography events since the first day.

      I sent a quick message to Cece.

      Hey! Busy?

      Yo! Been catching some Zzzzs. What’s up?

      Meet me at VIP entrance.

      She responded with a single thumbs up.

      Jessica had a full drink in front of her when I left, meaning I should have at least half an hour—assuming she didn’t sprint back to the suite—before she would be back. That should give us just enough time to poke around.

      I hurried up to the VIP section and met Cece, who was already there.

      “What are we doing? Is it…” Cece lifted the key card holder hanging from the lanyard around her neck, raising her eyebrows at me.

      “You know it. Come on. We’re going back to Rick and Jessica’s.”

      “No problem.” Cece led us down the hallway leading to their suite.

      “But let’s be quick. She’s drinking in a bar on her own, but I don’t know how long she’s going to be.”

      Cece picked up the pace and took us to their cabin. She swiped the door with the key card, and after checking that we weren’t being observed, we slipped inside.

      “What are we looking for?”

      “I don’t know. But something. Look for anything, I don’t know, suspicious. Interesting. Weird. Some sign that she isn’t an airhead—if she’s got War and Peace next to her bedside table, or you see she’s enrolled in an online philosophy doctoral program. Anything that’ll be a clue.”

      “On it.”

      While Cece went into the master bedroom, I spent a couple of minutes looking around the large living area. The closest thing to intellectual stimulation I found was a Seventeen magazine.

      There were no great Russian authors lying around. Nor did I find any confession notes, or signs that Jessica had been tricking us.

      Having found nothing of interest in the living area, I decided to join Cece in the bedroom. From what I remembered, Jessica had all of her stuff in there, while Rick’s stuff was in the other bedroom.

      When I entered, Cece had the large closet doors open and all of the drawers inside were also pulled out. She was rummaging through Jessica’s underwear.

      “Anything?”

      “Yeah. I want to know where she got these.” Cece held up a lacy pair of underwear.

      I poked her in the shoulder. “Put that down.”

      As we were both staring into the closet, we didn’t notice when someone appeared behind us. When the voice came, it made me nearly yelp in shock.

      “What is the meaning of this!?”

      We both spun around, our jaws dropping open, and the underwear that Cece was holding fell to the floor. It was Rick. He must have come in without us hearing the door open. That was a problem with these big VIP suites: you couldn’t even hear the door unlocking when you were in the master suite.

      “We—”

      “— are cleaning,” said Cece with all the confidence of a seasoned liar.

      “Cleaning out my wife’s possessions! And I know who you two are. The cleaner and the social media girl!”

      “It’s not what it looks like!” I said urgently, trying to get him to believe me.

      He gave me a questioning look. That was a problem. I didn’t have a good follow-up.

      “It’s our new tidying up service,” said Cece confidently. “You know, like Marie Kondo. We go in and tidy everything up. I’m sure Jessica will love it.”

      “Don’t touch anything else! Get out of here and wait in the living room. And don’t you dare go anywhere. I’m calling security.”

      Feeling like a delinquent who’d been caught by the headmaster, I followed Rick meekly out of the room. Cece followed behind, after picking up the underwear she had dropped and shoving it back in the drawer. We had done the exact opposite of tidying up that room.

      “Sit!” Said Rick pointing to the sofa.

      The sofa was just like the one that Andy had been shot on. I didn’t want to sit on it. But I didn’t want to argue with Rick either. He had an angry, almost manic glint in his eyes.

      Slowly, I walked over to the sofa and sat all the way on the left-hand side of it. I refused to sit in the middle. Cece came over and sat right beside me, resting her hand on my knee for support.

      Rick had picked up the courtesy phone and dialed the number for security.

      “Security? There’s a housekeeper and a social manager in my room! They told me they were cleaning, or tidying up, or something. But I don’t think so. I think they’re stealing. Send someone over right away!”

      When he’d hung up the phone, I tried to defend us again. “We weren’t stealing! Look, we don’t have anything. You can search us if you want.”

      Cece smacked me on the leg. I guess she didn’t like the idea of volunteering to be searched by a strange man. Upon reflection, nor did I. I shouldn’t have suggested it. Luckily, he didn’t take us up on the offer.

      “Of course you don’t! I caught you. Now, don’t move. And don’t talk either.”

      Cece and I sat there, fidgeting with nerves, while we waited. Although only about five minutes passed, it felt like an interminable amount of time. Finally, the doorbell rang, and there was a call from outside. “Security!”

      I looked at Cece excitedly. I knew that voice, and so did she.

      I tried not to smile while Rick opened the door and Ethan walked in. He had a stern look on his face.

      “I’m sorry, sir. I’ll take care of this. Adrienne, Cece, come with me. We’re going to my office. Now.” He said the last word with such force that I was already halfway across the room before I’d thought about it. I could see that Ethan hadn’t forgotten all of his military ways yet.

      “You need me to come with you?” asked Rick.

      “Not just now, sir. We’ll come to you when we need a statement. We wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble.”

      “Oh no, it wouldn’t be any trouble, in fact —“

      “I’ll let you know.” Ethan cut him off.

      Cece and I were already by the front door when Ethan turned back to Rick.

      “Sir?”

      “Yes?”

      “We’re thinking about introducing a new program. A visit to a shooting range on-shore, for women only. A kind of introduction to firearms type thing. Do you think your wife would be interested?”

      “My wife? Jessica? Shooting?”

      Ethan nodded back at him. “Yes. Has she used a gun before?”

      Rick let out a snorting laugh before he responded. “Jessica with a gun? Absolutely not. My father tried to take her hunting once, but she didn’t even make it out of the car. She’s never fired a gun in her life, and if I was you, I wouldn’t rush to invite her on your shooting course either. I really don’t think it would be for her.”

      Ethan nodded. “Okay, thank you very much, sir. I’ll have a complimentary bottle of wine and fruit basket sent around instead. Sorry about all this.”

      I was hiding the smile on my face as we went outside. That had been clever thinking on Ethan’s part, finding out whether Jessica knew how to use a gun. Unless she’d been keeping some pretty big secrets from her husband, it did a lot to eliminate her as the possible shooter.

      Despite admiring Ethan’s quick thinking, I was nervous as we reconvened outside. He had sounded so stern with Rick that I was sure we were going to get in trouble. Being in trouble with your boyfriend when he’s also technically your boss has to be one of the worst feelings ever. It’s up there with finding dead bodies, in my experience.

      “Follow me.”

      So we did. But instead of leading us his office, he just took us outside of the VIP floor, onto the deck outside.

      “Let me guess. You were in the room, looking to see if you could find any evidence of Jessica committing the murder?”

      I felt a wave of relief wash over me.

      “Yep. That’s exactly what we were doing. That or some sign that the airheadedness was an all act.”

      “Well? Did you find anything?”

      I shook my head. “We weren’t there long before he came back. He was supposed to be at the photography class. Guess he ducked out. But I didn’t find anything in the room.”

      Ethan looked at Cece. “And you?”

      I saw her hesitate, perhaps about to mention the frilly underwear she had been admiring, before she stopped herself and shook her head. “Nothing to do with the murder, unfortunately.”

      “Okay, please, please, try and be more careful. I’m going to have to calm him down later. And tell him that you two are under disciplinary review. Try and act like you’ve had a good telling off when you see him, okay?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Cece with a grin. “Maybe you should spank Adrienne.”

      Ethan’s jaw dropped, and I punched Cece in the arm, my cheeks going red.

      “Later guys,” she said, running away before either of us could probably get her.

      “She’s a wild one, isn’t she?” said Ethan. I noticed he didn’t comment on what precisely she had said.

      “That she is… That she is…”
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      That evening, Ethan and I finally had our dinner date. And with my luck, it went about as well as you would expect.

      He had taken me to just about the most secluded spot you could find for a meal on board—The Grill Shack. It was a steak restaurant that styled itself after a Texan country steakhouse, and along with lone star flags, wagon wheels, and rodeo memorabilia, it featured a row of booths along one wall which provided their occupants with more privacy than you got at pretty much any other dining establishment aboard the ship.

      “Sorry about getting caught in that cabin earlier.”

      Ethan shrugged his shoulders.

      “It’s okay. I mean, if we weren’t trying to solve a murder, of course it wouldn’t be. But in these circumstances, it was some good thinking. Shame it didn’t pan out.”

      For the first time on this cruise, I was seeing Ethan out of his uniform. He was wearing dark corduroy pants and a well-fitted light blue button-up shirt. He had his shirt sleeves rolled up and I couldn’t help but notice the muscles in his forearms as he picked up his water glass.

      “I don’t know. It gave me another idea, at least.”

      “What’s that?” Ethan leaned toward me and I inhaled a deep breath. He smelled of Ivory soap and the woody, piney cologne that was his signature scent. It was the kind of comfortable, alluring scent you could just fall into and get wrapped up in.

      “Rick. He’s quite… temperamental. Angry, even. I mean, I know we shouldn’t have been in his room, but you should have seen the way he looked at us before you arrived.” I suppressed a shudder. Ethan noticed, leaning over and squeezing my hand.

      “So what are you thinking?”

      “Maybe Cece wasn’t the only one to find out about the blackmail. Jessica probably isn’t great at keeping secrets. What if Rick found out Andy was blackmailing her?”

      Ethan nodded slowly. “Didn’t you say he’d been unhappy with his marriage, too?”

      “Yep. He kept saying how dumb his wife was to Greg when I heard them talking in the bar. In retrospect, maybe it was because he found something out—maybe he found out her secret.”

      “Do you think he’s the jealous type?”

      “I bet he is. I reckon he’s the kind of person who’d talk badly about his own wife, but then if anyone else even so much as looked at her, he’d be all over them.”

      “Do we know anything about this tennis instructor she was having an affair with? He might be in danger too.”

      That was a point. This tennis instructor’s life could be in jeopardy if Rick had found out about the affair. I didn’t know anything about him, though.

      “I’ll try and find out from Jessica tomorrow who he is. Maybe we can give him a warning.”

      Ethan nodded thoughtfully. We paused our conversation as a waiter brought over our meals. We both had a ribeye steak, a baked potato with sour cream, and a heaping mound of coleslaw made fresh on the ship.

      When the waiter was gone, we practically jumped at our meals. I don’t think either of us wanted to talk about murder, or murderers, while we ate. It tends to ruin the vibe.

      Instead, we talked about movies, and Ethan confessed his love for classic cinema—films from the forties and fifties, long before either of us were born.

      “I haven’t seen many old movies,” I confessed somewhat guiltily. “I think I saw Gone With the Wind, but that was ages ago, when I was a kid.”

      “No? You’re missing out. At least tell me you’ve seen Casablanca.”

      I shook my head.

      Ethan’s eyebrows shot up. “Come on. Breakfast at Tiffany’s?”

      “Ummm…”

      “You and me have got some serious movie watching to do,” he said to me sternly. I grinned back at him. It was kind of fun when he was like that.

      “Next shore leave, we’re getting all of those, and a bunch more, and I’m going to give you a proper education. I can’t believe you haven’t seen Breakfast at Tiffany’s!”

      I giggled. “Sorry to disappoint you with my lack of movie education.”

      He squeezed my hand. “That’s okay. It’ll be fun introducing you to the classics.”

      We chatted more about movies, with Ethan telling me the names of dozens more that I just had to see while we ate. The food was spectacular and the company even better.

      For a while, thoughts of death and murder and suspects completely slipped my mind, and I think the same was true of Ethan. He seemed more relaxed than I’d seen him in forever, though the lack of uniform certainly helped in that regard.

      After we’d finished the main course, and while we waited for our apple pie and ice cream, we lapsed into a brief silence. Not an uncomfortable one. It was the kind of silence caused by the flirtatious locking of eyes, when words no longer seemed necessary, or to even have a point.

      Ethan and I stared at each other across the table, our heads moving forward of their own accord, slowly and slowly toward an inevitable meeting.

      We were going to kiss.

      Our first one.

      Right then and there.

      Like two ships sailing to a rendezvous, his soft lips moved toward mine and...

      “Oh, shoot!”

      Ethan and I broke apart in alarm. In our booth, we were secluded from the view of about ninety percent of the restaurant. You had to be right beside us to see in. It was basically our first PDA and it turned out to be a lot more public than we had thought.

      Because that’s exactly where Kelly happened to be.

      “Kelly! Sorry!” I shouted. I mean, what did I have to be sorry about? Nothing. But my mind often makes me feel guilty about things I shouldn’t. Like nearly kissing my boyfriend.

      Ethan just sat back and cleared his throat, looking awkwardly at the cruise director. For once, I think he actually blushed. Usually, that was my job.

      “Shoot! Sorry! Shoot! I didn’t know!”

      “Can we help you with anything?” asked Ethan, finally speaking again.

      “I just wanted you to sign-off on some forms. But it can wait. I’ll come to your office in the morning!”

      “Right. Yes. My office in the morning would be ideal, instead of interrupting my dinner. We have office hours for a reason you know, Kelly.”

      She looked down at her shoes with a frown. “I know. I’m sorry. You can go back to smooching now. Bye!”

      We both stared at her in disbelief as she ran off, clicking her way across the floor at top speed as she hurtled out of the room. We hadn’t even actually smooched. She’d interrupted it. And now the moment was gone.

      “She’s a workaholic,” said Ethan.

      “She sure is. Never seems to stop.”

      “I thought this place would be secluded enough for us to have some privacy. But I guess not. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in going somewhere else for a coffee afterward? I’ve got an espresso machine in my cabin, actually.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. He thought he was so smooth.

      “Sure. That’d be great.”
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        * * *

      

      I was nervous walking back to Ethan’s cabin. We’d never been really alone before. Not together. But it turned out that that wasn’t why I should have been nervous at all.

      We were in the section of the ship reserved for the officers’ cabins, and Ethan had the second best one after the captain. At least I assumed he did. Although I’d visited his office countless times, I hadn’t actually been in his cabin.

      We exited the elevator, and as we rounded a corner to approach his suite, we both stopped and stared. Ahead of us, there was a man standing outside Ethan’s door.

      Ethan gently squeezed my arm, indicating I should stay quiet. There had been a lull in our conversation before we had rounded the corner, and the man obviously hadn’t heard us coming.

      We both stood stock still, watching, as the clean-shaven bald man placed a keycard against the door lock. It whirred, the little LED turned green, and the door unlocked.

      Ethan released my hand and, without a word, took off in a sprint toward his room. He didn’t shout anything as he wanted to surprise the would-be intruder. But the surprise of his sudden sprint made me let out a loud “Oh!” in surprise.

      The man slowly turned his head toward us, and when he saw Ethan barreling toward him at full tilt, he turned and—far faster than I would have predicted—immediately dashed down the hall.

      Before I knew it, the two of them had both reached the end of the hallway, and one after the other, they burst through a door to a stairwell.

      I hurried after, as quick as I could in my black heels. When I opened the stairway door, I got there just in time to hear the slam of a door somewhere down below.

      They were both gone.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, I was sitting on a bench in the Grand Atrium. Ethan had sent me a message telling me to meet him there.

      He walked up to me, shaking his head as he arrived.

      “You lost him?”

      He nodded back at me. “Yeah. He was fast. I guess I need to work on my own running. A few times around the ship each morning isn’t enough to cut it around here.”

      “That’s the guy, by the way. The fake housekeeper. The one with the fake beard and fake hair. The one who was talking to the captain and broke into his office.”

      Ethan nodded. “That’s what I figured. Thanks for confirming it.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Ethan sat down beside me, putting an arm around my shoulder with a squeeze.

      “Sorry, Addy, but I think I’m going to have to call it a night for us. I want to go to the security office and go through all the camera feeds, see if I can’t track down where he went, or figure out his cabin number or something. This could be important.”

      I figured as much. It’s what I would have done in his position too. But it still left me a little sad. Our date had been going so well. We’d finally stopped talking about death and murder and suspects and clues—and then this.

      Maybe Kelly had been right about there being a curse. Except maybe it was me who was cursed—not her, not the ship.

      “Good night, Ethan.”

      “Good night, Adrienne… but first, come here.”

      Ethan enveloped me in another hug, his strong arms squeezing me in a gentle-yet-firm embrace. For those few moments, I could forget about strange fake housekeepers and murderers and everything else. For a moment, I was safe. Protected. Shielded.

      “Good night,” I said again as I bade him farewell, our eyes lingering on each other as we split.

      I headed back to my own cabin, a new spring in my step.

      In more ways than one, things were heating up.
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      The following morning, I had breakfast with Sam and Cece. Afterward, I headed over to the international buffet to grab a few pictures of the breakfast food there. Ethan was still working on the attempted burglary into his cabin and hadn’t been available for a Croissant Club morning date.

      While we had been eating together, the girls had wanted to hear all the juicy details about my date. Cece was most disappointed with how it ended; I think she wanted a play-by-play of what Ethan would have done once he got me back into his cabin.

      If that was what she was hoping for, she would be waiting until she was old and wrinkled. I’m more of a kiss-and-keep-secret kind of girl.

      I had a plan to write another article. I was going to do a piece about the most popular breakfast foods on board a cruise ship. I imagined they were probably very similar to the most popular breakfast foods on land, but nonetheless, it was another little article, and it would mean I was doing my job properly.

      The best place to do the research was of course the International Buffet. With the largest array of dishes and the most customers, it would be easy to figure out what the most popular breakfast items were.

      So, just after nine o’clock, I found myself once again in the cavernous interior of the ship’s largest restaurant, eyeing up all the delicious foods and regretting having already eaten the staff swill.

      The place was full of passengers, most dressed in sundresses, shorts, and colorful T-shirts or short-sleeved Hawaiian shirts. No one was ever dressed up at breakfast time.

      “Good morning! How wonderful to see you again!” It was Xavier. He looked like he’d gotten a fantastic night’s rest and was positively bursting with enthusiasm at another exciting day ahead.

      “Good morning. I’m surprised to see you here—I thought you’d be in the VIP buffet, or the Croissant Club.”

      That seemed to put a slight dent in his exuberance, and he visibly deflated before me.

      “I would be, but then I might see Zara. I figure if she’s looking for me, that’s where she’s going to go. After all, I paid enough for all those luxuries, instead of slumming it in here.”

      I winced and looked around, but luckily none of the standard class passengers had heard his insulting comment. I thought the food at the International Buffet was absolutely fantastic, and I didn’t think the VIP places really had that much over it. The only difference between the two was in the ambiance.

      “Yeah, she seemed pretty upset yesterday. She was drinking on her own.”

      “So was I! It was great!”

      I had to stop myself from laughing. His enthusiasm and apparent delight at everything in the world at the moment were contagious. It was in stark contrast to when I’d first met him, when he’d been both rather miserable and rude. The new Xavier was a breath of fresh air.

      “Here, have a seat with me for a moment,” he said, gesturing to a small two-person table.

      I did as he requested. After what I had heard from Zara the day before, I actually wanted to pick his brain a bit.

      “I wish Andy had come clean with me. I would’ve liked to thank him in person. It’s such a shame,” he said, shaking his head sadly.

      “Andy was an interesting guy, right? Sure, he was a little arrogant, but it looks like he got up to quite a lot of… interesting things.”

      Xavier had a piece of toast in one hand, from which he had already taken a large mouthful and was busily crunching while he nodded in agreement with me. He wiped some crumbs from the corner of his mouth, took a slurp of milky coffee, and then spoke.

      “Oh yeah, he was interesting all right. A little bit shady at times, but always good for a story or two.”

      “Cool,” I said, leaning over with my elbows on the table and my chin resting on the tops of my interlocked fingers. “What kind of things did he get up to? I don’t suppose it matters now.” I tried to do my best impression of an interested fangirl, hoping for some gossip. Though what I was looking for wasn’t exactly gossip—more like a motive to kill him.

      “One of the things he used to do was corporate work. You know, shots of the executives, stuff for the company magazines and advertising campaigns, that kind of thing. He’d often spend a week with the company, embedded with them, and produce a massive amount of work at the end of it.”

      So far, the gossip wasn’t especially interesting.

      “Wow,” I said, as if I was impressed. There was no need for me to have pretended to though. Xavier wasn’t done yet.

      “Ahh,” he said, holding up a single finger, “but the thing is, while he was working for one company, he’d also be working for one of their rivals.”

      “Oh? How so?”

      “What he would do is take the money from them, and then take terrible headshots of the CEOs, vice presidents, and other top execs. So while he was being paid by the company that hired him, he would take awful photographs of them and tell them they were artistic. Meanwhile, the company’s rival would be giving him an even bigger check for their little attempt at corporate sabotage.”

      “Wow. Seems like big businesses can be just as petty as high school girls.”

      “Oh, definitely. Not just big businesses. It’s the same in the magazine industry, and in modeling too, from what I’ve heard.”

      I thought about beauty pageants, and celebrity chefs, and some of the other people I’d met on various cruises. Come to think of it, a lot of the adult world was still like high school, especially the richer, more high-class sets. Then again, some of the middle-aged ladies back in Nebraska weren’t any better. Maybe it was just a human trait.

      “You think he ever did the same for wedding photos?” I was thinking specifically about Raina’s photos—the ones that Ethan and I had struggled to accept as artistic when neither of us could really see how that was the case.

      Xavier swallowed another bite of toast before responding. “Probably. He didn’t do a lot of weddings. At least not that I knew about anyway, but I wouldn’t put it past him. I mean, if someone could afford it anyway. I’m sure he would’ve charged six figures for something like that—ruining someone’s wedding pictures.”

      “He would’ve told them they were artistic though, right?”

      “Yep,” said Xavier with a nod. “That’s what we always say when we mess something up,” he said with a laugh. “Now, tell me, have you ever tried dipping waffles into miso soup?”

      “Can’t say I have. But if you’re going to, can I take a couple of pictures? I might stick it in an article I’m working on.”

      “Sure thing. I’m going to get a plate of bacon and cover it in chocolate syrup as well. I’m celebrating.” He stood up. “Back in a moment.”

      With a giggle, I pulled out my phone in anticipation of his return. Maybe I would change my article topic to something like, “The Strangest Breakfast Combinations. Or, Delicious Breakfast Combinations That You Never Would Have Dreamed of Trying.” I bet those articles would get a lot more shares than my original idea about boring old most popular breakfast foods.

      Xavier was actually quite fun, I thought. He returned a couple of minutes later, not just with the aforementioned two dishes, but with a third plate which was covered in fried rice and topped with pineapple.

      “Hawaiian fried rice?” I asked.

      He frowned. “Is it? I thought I was inventing something new,” he said, an edge of disappointment in his voice. “Oh well. Quick, take your pictures. That mountain of chocolate bacon is screaming for me to dig in.”

      Suppressing a laugh, I did as he suggested, taking a whole bunch of interesting pictures for my article.

      Xavier had given me a lot to think about. Both for my day job, and my moonlighting as an amateur detective. I really felt like I was getting somewhere now.

      Adulterous Andy sure had had more than his fair share of secrets. I just needed to uncover which one of the secrets caused his untimely death.
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      After an enlightening breakfast with Xavier, I messaged the girls, seeing if they could meet me during lunchtime. While Sam’s schedule was flexible, or rather, it varied day-to-day depending on the photography schedule, Cece’s was pretty much fixed, and she got a lunch break every day around noon.

      I was pleased when they both texted me back saying they were on for lunch. We agreed to meet up at Hemingway’s, where they supposed to be grilling hamburgers today.

      I spent the two hours I had before lunch typing up my article. In the end, I was pretty satisfied with it. It was now titled, “Ten Amazing Breakfast Combinations You Never Knew You Wanted to Try.” It was the kind of thing that might go viral and get syndicated across a whole bunch of blogs, if I got lucky enough.

      Of course, while I’d been working on it I’d also been thinking about Andy. Not just Andy, but the various people he may have upset with his deliberately bad photography.

      When it was time, I strolled over to Hemingway’s and got us a nice shady bamboo table, not too far from where Greg Washington was working the hot coals. While he could have gotten one of the more junior chefs to control the barbecue, I knew he just loved the theater of it: the smoke, the flames, the spluttering fat, the sizzling meat, and of course the adoring looks from hungry customers.

      “Hook me up with three cheeseburger plates? With fries, salad, coleslaw, and whatever else you’ve got back there.”

      “Sure thing, honey. Y’all want bacon on those?”

      Did I want bacon on those? I just raised my eyebrows at him.

      “Got it,” he said with a laugh.

      “You girls want single or double patties?”

      “Sure. We’ll diet when we’re dead, right?”

      “That’s the spirit. I’ll double up on the cheese for you too. A Greg Special.”

      “That’s my man!”

      By the time Sam and Cece arrived, I had three plastic plates loaded up with a pretty hefty lunch for each of us.

      Cece eyed the plate I offered her with one of her usual amused smirks.

      “You trying to fatten me up?”

      “Hey, you need something to work off in your morning gym sessions, right?”

      “Yeah. And so will you. You going to be joining me finally?”

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. Cece was always asking me to start going to the gym with her in the morning. She kept telling me that there were hot trainers. But I didn’t need hot trainers—I already had Hot Stuff up in the officers quarters.

      “Yeah, one day.”

      While we ate our lunch, I filled them in on what I had learned about Andy and his extra money making methods.

      “Man, can you imagine how mad you would be if you found out your wedding photos had been sabotaged?” said Sam, dismayed at the thought of it happening even to someone else, let alone herself.

      “I know, right. Which reminds me. I looked at Raina’s wedding photos with Ethan before. We thought they were pretty weird.”

      “Did you check Wedding Witches?” asked Cece, nodding her head toward my phone.

      “Wedding Witches? What’s that?”

      “And you call yourself a journalist,” she said, shaking her head at me in mock pity.

      “Go on, tell us. Enlighten us all.”

      “Wedding Witches. It’s a blog. Two really catty women who just love to tear apart weddings. The photos, the dresses, all of that. Celebrity weddings, society weddings, that kind of thing. I bet Raina’s wedding is on there. She moves in those kinds of circles. See if you can dig her up and see what they said.”

      “Okay, just a minute.” My hands were both greasy and messy with ketchup and mustard as well as melted cheese. I’d have to finish this meal first. And so I set to it like it was my job, rationalizing to myself the basically it was: I had to finish eating before I could carry on looking into the wedding photos.

      Cece whistled at me in awe. “Man, you can eat.”

      I glared at her. “I didn’t see you complaining about the double patty burger.”

      “Yeah, well, I work it off, don’t I?” She gave us a mischievous wink, as if to imply that it wasn’t only in the gym that she worked it off.

      “Well, I walk around all day. I basically never stop exercising.”

      Cece nodded at me and gave me a dubious, “Uh-huh.”

      When I was done eating, I pulled up the Wedding Witches site. I typed Raina’s name into the search box, and sure enough, it popped right out.

      “Check it out: The Ultimate Wedding Photo Fail—What Was She Thinking!??”

      “That sounds like the business. Let’s see those pictures.”

      I twisted the phone around so that they could see, and we scrolled through her wedding pictures together. These ones were even worse than the ones I’d found the first time. The photographer—Andy—had artistically chopped off her legs, the train of her dress, half her face, the groom’s parents’ heads, and on and on. They’d been touched up, some of them turned into black-and-white, and some of them with filters applied.

      As we scrolled through, it appeared that Andy had even photoshopped the actual people’s faces as well. Skin was either too light, or too dark, or too orange. Eyes seemed to be slightly unnatural colors, and it looked like one of the guests had three hands.

      “Wow. Andy really did a number on her, didn’t he?” said Sam.

      “Yeah. I guess we’re only seeing the absolute worst pictures on this blog though.”

      “That may be,” said Cece, “but look at them. They’re really bad. If I had paid a lot of money to get photos like that at my wedding, I’d…”

      “Kill them?” asked Sam.

      “Well, you’d have to, wouldn’t you?”

      She had a point.

      “Steph,” said Sam suddenly.

      Cece gave her a questioning look.

      “Who’s that?”

      “We overheard Raina talking to a supposed friend of hers—Steph. She was arranging for Andy to do her wedding photos. Maybe there’s more to it.”

      “Search for her,” commanded Cece with a wave of her hand toward the phone.

      I did as I was told, typing in the names Raina and Steph together to see what we could dig up.

      “Society Sirens?” I said to Cece. It was the name of a blog that had popped up in the search results.

      “Oh yeah. That’s good stuff. It’s a gossip site for all the socialites and celebrities, about their day-to-day lives. Not just wedding stuff.”

      “Look at this.” I pointed at the screen at an article. “‘BFFs, or BEFs? The Remarkable Up-and-Down Relationship of Steph Thatcher and Raina Wilkinson.’” I clicked through to see the article itself.

      “So were they friends or not?” asked Sam, her little nose wrinkled in confusion.

      “Frenemy’s,” said Cece knowledgeably.

      “What’s that?” I asked her.

      “Enemies to friends. Or friends to enemies. You know, like the girl at school you pretended to like, but secretly you stole her boyfriend and tricked her into following a diet that made her put on weight.”

      Sam and I both looked at Cece in wonder. We’d never done anything like that in high school. I don’t think anyone did where we grew up.

      “Unbelievable,” said Sam as she read through the article.

      “It is, isn’t it? Unbelievable how naïve you two are,” Cece said, laughing at us.

      The piece explained how the two of them were often seen ‘out’ together at various events, but that there were tons of rumors about how they secretly hated each other—they’d been love rivals, fought over exclusive apartments, and even holiday homes.

      “So what do we think?” asked Sam. “Do we think Steph paid Andy to botch Raina’s wedding photos?”

      “Maybe,” I said nodding. “But I would bet money like that is exactly what Raina wanted Andy to do to Steph’s upcoming wedding. That’s why she was offering him six figures. Not to take photos of her and her husband, but to make a fool out of Steph. Don’t you think so?”

      “Makes sense.”

      There was a buzzing from Sam’s phone, and when she looked at the screen she frowned. “Xavier and Kelly need me. I’ve gotta go. Let me know how it goes?”

      “Will do. What are you up to, Cece?”

      “After eating all that? It’s nap time, honey-bunch. Let me guess—you want to borrow this?” Cece waved her lanyard and its keycard in my direction.

      “Sure do.”

      Cece lifted the card pouch off from around her neck and placed it over mine as if she was putting a lei around my neck.

      “Don’t you lose that.”

      “Of course I won’t.”

      “Later, guys,” said Sam, giving us a wave as she hurried off.

      “I’ll be on one of the sun loungers if you need me,” said Cece with a hand over her mouth as she stifled a yawn. “Bring it back when you’re done.”

      “You sure you don’t want to come with me?”

      Cece shook her head. “I’m exhausted. And anyway, you got me in trouble last time.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that. Catch you later.”

      I watched Cece as she walked over to the nearest sun lounger. As she sat down, she pulled off her shirt to reveal a bikini top underneath her housekeeper uniform. She used her uniform to cover her eyes as she lay back on the lounge chair.

      Within moments, I could see the slow rise and fall of her chest. She’d managed to fall asleep already. She must have had a lot of practice at her afternoon siestas.

      Shaking my head, I gathered the plastic plates and cutlery and tossed them all into the nearest trash can.

      Raina would be busy at whatever the photography emergency was that Sam, Kelly, and Xavier were dealing with.

      That meant I had time to look in her room and see what I could uncover.
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      Although on its surface Raina’s VIP suite was the same as all the others I’d been in during this cruise, inside, there was a completely different atmosphere.

      She had rearranged the furniture, pushing all the sofas and other furniture up against the walls, leaving most of the large open plan stateroom empty.

      What was she doing in here? Riding a bicycle around? Dancing like she was in a club? It was bizarre.

      I scanned the living room area first. Other than the rearranged furniture, there wasn’t too much of interest, except for the dining table, which had been pushed up against the French glass windows.

      On the surface of the table were several celebrity gossip magazines. The reason they piqued my interest was because of the “creative changes” she’d made to them. I walked over to the table and examined the stack of magazines.

      All of the covers had been altered, with the aid of a knife or a pair of scissors. Eyes had been cut out of some of the faces, and on others, the teeth had been colored in with black marker. I picked one up and flicked through it. Some of the pages had been ripped out, and others had just been vandalized like on their covers. Raina certainly had issues with some of these people.

      Tossing the magazines back down on the table, I headed to the master suite. There was a vanity mirror on a dresser with a stool in front of it on one side of the room, and in front of the mirror were half a dozen different containers of pills. I picked them up, looking through them. Some were just vitamins, but there were also antidepressants, sedatives, and some ADHD medication, as well as a couple of others I didn’t recognize. A smorgasbord of Ritalin, Prozac, Adderall, and more.

      It made me feel sorry for Raina. Having to take so much medication every day just to feel normal must have been a real burden. Maybe she’d forgotten to take her meds one day, and that’s why she’d vandalized the magazines and rearranged the furniture.

      Next, I went to the closet and pulled it open. Along with the predictable rack of dresses, and neatly folded designer casual wear, was the large room safe at the bottom of the closet. Since its door was hanging open, I decided to start my search there.

      I crouched down, pulled the door all the way wide open, and peered inside. I blinked, staring in recognition at something I did not expect to see on a cruise ship.

      There was a brown leather holster. Like you put on your belt when you were carrying a sidearm. Back in Cornridge, a lot of men and a few women liked to open carry with a gun on their belt. Although I never had, I certainly recognized a gun holster when I saw one. There was no sign of the gun though, luckily.

      I rummaged around in the safe, pulling out the rest of the contents. It was a stack of papers and photos.

      Curiously, I began to rifle through the pictures. There were a whole bunch of photos of Raina—glamorous ones.

      She was alone in all the pictures. One of them was an artistic shot of her nude, riding a horse. In another, she was under a waterfall wearing a sheer chiffon shirt that draped over the curves of her body. There was one of her sitting astride a large Harley Davidson motorcycle, in tiny jean shorts and a halter top.

      There were countless more. If she wasn’t a model, she certainly fancied herself as one.

      Underneath all the photos was an envelope, a thick cream-colored one, with Raina’s name written in elaborate gold cursive on the front. I pulled out the card that was inside it to reveal a wedding invitation. It was from Steph Wilkinson. I shook my head. It was all coming together.

      “It’s all coming together, isn’t it?”

      Did I say that…?

      Of course I hadn’t. I whipped my head around to see Raina herself staring at me, the missing gun from the holster clasped between her two hands, pointed at me with a surprisingly proficient grip. It certainly looked like she knew what she was doing.

      “I was just… tidying your room…” I tried. It hadn’t worked when Cece had said it to Rick, and it didn’t work now. Raina wasn’t having any of it. In a most unladylike gesture, she spat on the floor next to her. That was what she thought of my excuse.

      “You couldn’t mind your own business, could you?”

      I shook my head. “This is my business. The game’s up, Raina. You should put the gun down and turn yourself in.”

      She snorted derisively. “Yeah, right. What kind of idiot do you take me for? No way. Here’s a better idea: I kill you, I throw your body overboard in the night, and then I go back to my happy little life without Andy, and without you. Don’t you think that sounds like a better plan?”

      From her point of view, I’m sure it seemed like the more appealing course of action than going to jail. But from my perspective, it was completely unacceptable.

      “You’ll never get away with it! My friends, they know I came here!”

      She laughed again. “Your friends? The cleaner, and the one helping Xavier? Yeah, right. What are they gonna do? Nothing. That’s what. Sure, they could make a few accusations, and I might even be investigated. But here’s the thing—I don’t have a lawyer. I have a team of lawyers. And I’ve got enough money to make anything go away. Seriously. Including your little friends. So I would stop thinking about them, if I was you, and start thinking about how you want your final moments to go.”

      I leaned back against the closet, not sure what to do. I was trying to work out what my options were. But I couldn’t see any. I mean, I could run at her, but from the way she was holding that gun, I knew she knew how to use it. That wouldn’t get me far. Bits of me would be spread all over the inside of the closet behind me.

      “You’re thinking about your options, aren’t you? I’ll tell you what they are. You can do what I’m about to tell you, or I’ll shoot you in the face. Right now. Easy choice, huh?”

      When she put it like that, it was.

      “What should I do?” I said quietly.

      Raina was keeping a careful watch on me, her finger resting on the trigger of the gun so that she could squeeze it at any moment. Her eyes were alert, and I couldn’t see how I could do anything.

      “Crouch back down again, and reach into that safe. Right at the back, on the shelf, you should find a bottle. Pull it out.”

      I hesitated. She gave another derisive snort.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to shoot you in the back of the head. My dresses are in there, for goodness’ sake.”

      Charming, I thought. I did as she told me and squatted back down, reaching to the very back of safe, which wasn’t visible even from my crouching position. My hands closed around a bottle, and I slowly pulled it out. I stood back up again, turned around, and held the bottle in front of me.

      “What is it?”

      “Something to make you sleep.”

      Sleep. That certainly sounded better than getting a bullet in the head. Or the chest. Or anywhere, really.

      “Sleep?”

      Raina nodded. “Yep, I’m going to give you a choice.”

      This sounded at least a little bit promising.

      “What’s the choice?”

      “Option one, I shoot you in the head, or the chest, or whatever, and kill you bloodily, right now. But the thing is, I don’t want to do that. And you don’t want me to either, do you?”

      “No, no thank you,” I said. “Is this what you did to Andy? Give him a choice?”

      Raina snorted and shook her head at me, her eyes locked on the entire time.

      “Andy? He was a fool. He made his choice when he turned down my more than generous offer.”

      “You offered him money to ruin Steph’s wedding photos?”

      She cocked her head at me, a small smile on her face.

      “That’s exactly right. But the idiot turned me down. I even offered to make it… a little sweeter.” Her face grew dark. “He said… Jessica, whoever that is, was more sweetness than he could handle. I didn’t like that much.”

      “So you shot him?”

      “I suppose I did. It was his own fault. If he’d taken me up on my offer, it never would have happened. Now you’re not going to be so silly, are you?”

      I shook my head at her. I’d be good. I wanted to live.

      “Good, then do as I tell you. As I said, I don’t want to shoot you. It would be such a hassle. I’d have to clean up every last bloodstain in the room, and I’m sure most of my clothes would be ruined. You know, I had to throw away a very nice shirt after dealing with Andy.” She frowned at the memory of it, clearly still annoyed. Like she wanted to get further revenge on Andy, even though she’d already killed him.

      “Then let’s not do that then. What’s the other option?”

      She smiled sweetly. But it was the kind of sweetness that hid poison underneath. I shivered as I watched her.

      “There are some drawers in the closet. Open the second one from the top, and you’ll find a rather lovely silk scarf. It’s a shame, but I suppose you’re worth it, a bright girl like you. Take out the scarf.”

      I did as I was told and withdrew a rather lovely deep purple silk scarf. I rubbed it between my fingers enjoying the smoothness of it. Then I realized how silly it was to be admiring the murderess’s wardrobe choices.

      “Now what?”

      “Now, you empty the contents of that bottle onto the scarf, and then you hold it up against your face and nose, until you pass out. Got it?”

      I nodded uncertainly. “And then?”

      “It doesn’t matter what happens then, does it? You’ll be asleep.”

      I stood there holding the scarf in my left hand, and the bottle in my right, not moving.

      “Indulge me. Tell me what you’re going to do.”

      “Very well. You’re going to be passed out. Then, during the night, while you’re still unconscious, I’m going to drag you outside and throw you overboard. You’ll have a nice, peaceful, sweet death. It sure beats being blasted in the face with this little thing, doesn’t it?”

      I shook my head rapidly. “No, no, no. No, Raina, you can’t.”

      “I can’t? What, am I going to be put in time out?” She laughed again, a cruel one. “Go on. Open the bottle.”

      As slowly as I could, I followed her instructions and twisted the lid open carefully. What else could I do? I didn’t want to be shot. And the longer I dragged it out, the longer I would have to figure out a solution. Not that I was optimistic about finding one.

      Things weren’t looking good. They weren’t looking good at all.

      The only slight consolation I had was that I knew Ethan, Cece, and Sam would never let her get away with it. They’d figure it out, and all the lawyers in the world wouldn’t save her once the wrath of my friends was brought down upon her. It wasn’t much consolation though. I’d much rather carry on living.

      When the lid was off the bottle, I held it in a trembling hand.

      “Toss the cap on the floor. Scrunch up the scarf, hold it over the top of the bottle, and turn it upside down.” She stared at me pointedly. “Come on! I haven’t got all day. This gun’s getting heavy.”

      I stared at her, hoping she was going to lower it.

      “I’m not going to put it down, if that’s what you’re thinking. If you drag this out too long, I’m just going to shoot you. I can always buy another wardrobe full of clothes. Don’t worry about that.”

      “That’s not what I’m worrying about.”

      Raina let out a surprised laugh, amused by my comment.

      Robotically, methodically, I did as I was told. Soon I had the scarf covered in the strong smelling liquid that I guessed was chloroform, or something else very much like it. I’d only ever seen it in the movies, but Raina seemed to know exactly what she was doing.

      “Now sit down. Actually, lie down, on your back, nice and flat. Down there.” She gestured with the gun to the floor in front of the closet.

      Trying to be slow about it without being obvious, I lowered myself to the floor and then lay down on my back. I’d never felt so vulnerable.

      If I was going to have to go, maybe this would be the best way. Peacefully.

      “Now, hold the scarf above your mouth, and let it rest just on top. Nice and easy. You’ll just doze off, like you’re in an operating theater.”

      “I’ve never been in an operating theater,” I told her.

      “Whatever. Just do it.” She stepped a bit closer to me. “Actually, if I shot you now, it probably wouldn’t mess up anything in my wardrobe. Maybe I’ll do that.”

      I saw her finger tighten on the trigger, and not wanting that, not yet, I did as I was told, placing the scarf over my mouth and nose. I stared up at her, my vision blurring almost immediately.

      Within seconds, I was seeing double. One Raina standing above me, and then another darker one right behind her, arms raised over her head and a bottle in her hands.

      “Oh no you don’t!”

      There was a crack, a yell, and the sound of breaking glass. Blinking against tears, I snatched the scarf away from my mouth and tried to sit up, gasping for fresh air. Something had just happened but I wasn’t sure what.

      “Adrienne! Are you okay?”

      It was Cece. My guardian angel.

      “How…?”

      “What, do you think I’ve only got one key card?”

      Cece crouched down next to me, putting her arm around my shoulder and squeezing me as I began to sob. In front of me was Raina, unmoving on the floor, the remains of a smashed bottle of champagne surrounding her bleeding head. I stared at her, worried that Cece might have killed her. Not upset at the death, of course, but at the possible legal hassle Cece would have to deal with as a consequence.

      I breathed a little easier when I saw that Raina’s chest was slowly rising and falling. Now she was the one asleep.

      Cece kept her arms wrapped around me, talking to me. “It’s all right. Your girl was here to save you. Don’t worry—you can thank me later…”

      Cece continued to whisper sweet compliments about herself, and all the ways I could pay her back, while I continued to slowly breathe in and out, my woozy head clearing up.

      “We… did it,” I said. “We solved… the murder.”

      “Shhh. Just think of how I saved you instead. Think of how much you owe me.”

      With a breathless giggle, I let her prattle on.

      “Hot Stuff is on his way too. Take it easy now.”

      I don’t know whether it was from the chloroform or just the shock, but I lay back down and fell fast asleep, knowing that I was safe.
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      When I finally woke up, my eyes snapped open and I immediately sat upright. I’d been dreaming that a wild-eyed Raina was coming for me again and was trying to fend her off.

      “Hey, hey, it’s all right.”

      And when I heard that voice, I knew it was all right. Deep, rich, and comforting, like a thick old blanket on a snowy evening.

      “Where am…” I blinked and looked around. “ I’m in the sickbay.”

      Ethan took my hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “You are in the sickbay. And you found out who killed Andy… and nearly suffered the same fate yourself.”

      Slowly, as if emerging from sludge, I remembered what had happened in Raina’s cabin. And how she’d nearly killed me.

      “I didn’t realize how crazy she was, Ethan. If I had, I wouldn’t have gone into her room by myself.”

      “I know you wouldn’t have. But luckily, you weren’t really by yourself. You’d told Cece to keep watch.”

      “Did I?”

      That didn’t sound right. It sounded like something Cece had made up to stop me from getting in ‘trouble.’ But my head felt like someone had replaced most of my brain with cotton wool and I wasn’t sure what was right.

      Ethan.

      Ethan, who was holding my hand and running his thumb over the back of it. He was right.

      “Where is she now? Did Cece hurt her?”

      “She’s got a bit of a headache, but otherwise she’s fine. She’s down in the brig now, screaming that she’s so rich she’s going to have me arrested, Swan sued, Andy’s estate transferred to her…” Ethan paused, a sad half-smile on his face, like he felt sorry for her. “She’s lost it, I think.”

      “Maybe she never really had it.”

      Ethan nodded tentatively. “Perhaps she’s always been shielded by her wealth. But no longer. Money can’t protect you from everything.”

      “Yo!” came a voice from the hallway outside my room. It was quickly followed by its owner as Cece walked into the room, a triumphant grin on her face. “Still napping? Siesta time’s over, hon.”

      All she got in response from me was a weak laugh. My mind was operating at the speed of molasses and I couldn’t keep up with Cece right then. Ethan was more with it though.

      “That stuff Raina knocked her out with really did a number on her. Adrienne’s going to be taking it easy until we get back to port.”

      Cece walked over and took the hand that Ethan wasn’t holding, giving it a squeeze that was just as warm and caring as his. I couldn’t have asked for better friends.

      “Well, you just take it easy. If you need anything, holler. Or, like, send me a message. I don’t think even your screams are loud enough to fill the ship.”

      “Will do” I gave her hand a final squeeze. “See you later.”

      “She’s not going far,” said Ethan. “She’s barely left the sickbay since yesterday.”

      “Yesterday?”

      “Yep. You were out a good while. Raina wasn’t messing around.”

      I missed dinner! And breakfast! They were stupid thoughts, but they were the first ones that came into my head. Not that I was hungry. It was the camaraderie with the girls and the romance with Ethan I missed. Well, that, and I guess the food, just a little bit.

      “She’s barely left the sickbay, huh? Be honest—she spent at least half the time making eyes at Dr. Ryan, didn’t she?”

      Ethan chuckled. “Making eyes? More like making out.” Ethan gave my hand another little squeeze when he said making out. My brain was too befuddled to know if it meant anything though. Ethan carried on, “I guess she could only put up with watching you sleep for so long. But she and Sam were both here for you. You’ve got some nice friends, Adrienne.  Good ones. Hold onto them.”

      “I’ll try.” My voice sounded surprisingly weary to me and I fought, and failed, to stifle a yawn.

      I shifted in my bed, using my free hand to push myself up a bit straighter. I’d remembered something else, but the memory had come slowly and grudgingly and wasn’t quite complete.

      “What about the burglar guy? The fake housekeeper?”

      Ethan winced and half shook his head.

      “Nothing yet. I went over the tapes, and I passed around a description. None of my security guys have been able to track him down yet. I think he must have a hidey-hole somewhere aboard. Or maybe just another very good disguise.”

      “Not even a name?”

      “Nope. I’ve sent the descriptions I’ve got to some friends of mine in law enforcement—retired navy colleagues. They’re not optimistic though, unless I can give them more to work with. If I only I’d been a bit faster that night…”

      I grasped his hand as firmly as I could. “Hey, you were plenty fast. It was just bad luck that he got away. I was miles behind.”

      I bet that if Ethan had been wearing high heels, I could have kept up with him that night though. Maybe even overtaken him. We wouldn’t have gotten near our quarry, though.

      “Let’s not worry about him for now. There’s nothing we can do about it for the time being. Oh, I’ve got some more good news for you.”

      “Oh?” I tried to conceal my excitement. It’s silly, but I do love a good surprise.

      “During our shore leave, because of what’s happened to you, Swan is going to upgrade your hotel. You’ll be staying at the Hyatt this time.”

      Usually, the junior staff was put up in a cheap and not-very-cheerful hotel on the outskirts of town for our brief periods of shore leave. The officers and senior staff got somewhere much nicer—the Hyatt, come to think of it.

      “Oh, wow. They didn’t have to. And I’ll feel terribly guilty—Sam and Cece will be jealous.”

      “You deserve it after what happened to you.” Ethan looked down at the floor, then up at me again as if suddenly remembering something. “Oh, and by the way, it’s where I’ll be staying too. I was thinking maybe we could do a couple of classic movie marathons?”

      I was nodding and grinning like a fool before he’d even finished speaking. What could be better than a classic movie marathon with a man in uniform? He probably wouldn’t be in his uniform during shore leave in a hotel though. He’d be a man-in-uniform without his uniform. I shook my head to clear it before I got too distracted imagining Ethan without his…

      “Adrienne?”

      “Oh! Yes, I’d love to. I should probably take it easy anyway, right? Movie marathons are probably about my speed for now.”

      “Yep. That’s what the doctor said.”

      BZZZ.

      Ethan pulled out his phone and frowned at it.

      “Sorry, but I’ve got to go. I’m presenting the prize for the photography competition.” I must have looked interested, because Ethan continued, “It was won by Jessica for a photo she took of a butterfly, with the Mayan ruins in the background.”

      “Oh, good for her. Will you be back later?”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Maybe you should try and get some more rest.”

      We were both smiling at each other as Ethan stood up from the bedside chair, our hands still clasped together.

      Ethan gave my hand a final lingering squeeze before releasing it. If it wasn’t just my chemically-addled brain imagining it, it looked like he really was sad to leave.

      And I was sad to see him go.

      Not for long, though.

      Soon after, I was drifting off back to sleep again. But this time, I didn’t dream of Raina.
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      I didn’t think Cece was ever going to let me live down the fact that she’d been the one to save me. She positively reveled in it.

      We were sitting at the Rusty Anchor, having a celebratory breakfast after returning to port and offloading all the passengers the day before. We’d had to stay aboard an extra day to talk to both the police and a team from corporate HQ.

      The fact that it was two o’clock in the afternoon didn’t matter. Breakfasts were what the Rusty Anchor did best, and so that’s what we were having, despite the time.

      “I’ve never been a hero before,” mused Cece. “I mean, I always thought heroes were special. But I just never realized how special they are—I mean, I didn’t realize they were as special as me.”

      Sam and I both rolled our eyes at her.

      “How long are you going to keep this up?” I asked her.

      She paused and ran her eyes over me, as if assessing me. I shifted uncomfortably. I didn’t like it when people did that. It brought back bad memories of a whole bunch of beauty queens doing it to me over and over again a couple of cruises back.

      “About sixty years, I guess. That’s your official life expectancy.”

      I smacked her on the arm.

      “Official life expectancy?” asked Sam.

      Cece nodded. “Yep. I am basically a doctor.”

      Sam and I both gave her a whack this time, one on each arm.

      “You are not basically a doctor. You’re dating a doctor.”

      Cece snorted and shook her head. “Oh, we’re doing a lot more than dating. You should see the things—”

      Cece mercifully stopped mid-sentence, yanked her phone out of the little black purse she had on the table, and stared at it.

      “Oh, shoot. I’ve gotta go. He’s booked us a suite.”

      Sam and I looked at each other.

      “Shoot?” we both said to her in unison.

      Cece frowned darkly, annoyed at herself.

      “Man, Kelly’s ruining my vocabulary.” She stood up and squeezed past me to exit the booth. “Later, girls. Try and do at least one thing I would do, okay? Catch you back on the boat next week!”

      We waved her goodbye to as she left to meet Dr. Ryan.

      When she was gone, we turned back to face each other. We were sitting on opposite sides of the booth, a nearly full Bloody Mary in front of each of us. I glanced at Cece’s abandoned glass; somehow, it was empty.

      “So what did Ethan find out?”

      I shook my head.

      “Nothing. He contacted some of his law enforcement friends before we arrived back in port, but he didn’t have enough details to give them. It turns clean-shaven bald men are too generic to easily search for. Especially if you add in that they may be disguised and in fact have hair and a beard.”

      “Let’s just hope we never see that guy again, right?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.”

      We were of course talking about the fake housekeeper, who seemed to disappear after the night Ethan chased him. There had been no signs of him since. Of course Ethan asked the captain, but he played as dumb as Jessica. That lead seemed to have gone cold for now. We were no nearer to figuring out who he was or what he was up to.

      “Oh, you’ll get a kick out of this,” said Sam, showing me her phone. “It’s an email from Jessica.”

      “Tell me what it says,” I said, leaning back in my booth. I didn’t want to squint at a small screen. Not until I was back on board and I was getting paid to do it.

      “She and Rick split up. She’s moving in with her tennis coach already. But get this, it turns out he was only a tennis coach as a hobby, to keep him occupied. He’s actually some kind of European count or duke or something—she wasn’t clear. But he’s even richer than Rick was, and he has a castle in Switzerland.”

      “Unbelievable,” I said. “Do you know what happened to Zara and Xavier?”

      Sam nodded. “Yeah. Xavier’s booked a ticket to India, to—and I quote—find himself. Zara’s going to try and sign with a real modeling agency. She says he isn’t going to hold her back anymore.”

      “Wow.”

      I’d been out of the loop since Raina had tried to kill me. The stuff she had tried to knock me out with hadn’t been chloroform; it had been something much worse and it had left me woozy for days. It would have been deadly if I’d inhaled much more of it.

      I’d spent most of the time lying in sickbay. While I convalesced, Ethan had set me up with all the police reports I’d have to file, and I spent most of my time writing up my accounts of what had happened. I didn’t have much time to hang out with the passengers, or even my friends.

      “What are your plans for shore leave?” asked Sam.

      “Umm, I thought I might catch up on some classic movies.”

      She squinted at me. “You hate old movies.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do! You said if they were any good, they’d still be in movie theaters.”

      “Did I? I don’t remember that.”

      I certainly did remember that. But recently, I’d had a recent change of heart. I couldn’t imagine why.

      “Ethan’s making you watch them, isn’t he?”

      I tried to cover my mouth so she couldn’t see my smile. But I was too slow.

      “Knew it! Don’t let him make you do anything you don’t want to do, Adrienne.”

      I grinned at her.

      “Yes, Mom.”

      She kicked me under the table.

      “What about you?”

      Sam leaned over the table, looked me in the eyes, and said, “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” Then she sat back in the booth, her drink in one hand, laughing to herself.

      Even though I’d barely had half a drink, I felt like I was drunk. Maybe it was an after-effect of Raina’s poisonous concoction. Maybe it was my near-death experience. Maybe it was just being back on dry land.

      “I’m going to head over to my hotel after this,” I said.

      “Alone?”

      I shook my head.

      “Well, you know, Ethan does just so happen to be staying at the same hotel. He’s going to pick me up here and take me over there. Swan is sending a car for us. I think we’re going to start our movie marathon tonight.”

      Sam snickered. “Yeah, I bet. Text me when you get a moment. If he gives you one.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he’ll give me one,” I said innocently while channeling my inner Cece.

      “Adrienne!” said Sam in mock shock.

      I just sipped my drink and tried to work on stopping myself from smiling so much.

      We continued to laugh until we’d finished our drinks and then said our farewells. It wouldn’t be for long, though.

      We were off on another cruise in less than a week.
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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

    

  

cover.jpeg
e\ R WINTERS;

H

.' L VO

C
DR

A CRUISE SHIP COZY MYSTERY i’





