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      An impending divorce. An ornery homicide detective. The cruise of a lifetime. And ghosts.

      Midlife on the high seas is proving to be a real killer.

      

      A Paranormal Women's Fiction Novel: Cruise Ship COZY MYSTERY 

      If I thought the first half of my life was a bumpy ride, I’d better buckle up because I’m about to go over the hill and off the rails.

      *A laugh out loud Paranormal Women’s Fiction Novel by New York Times Bestseller Addison Moore* A cruise ship cozy mystery!

      

      My name is Trixie Troublefield, and I see ghosts. It’s sort of a new thing, and it’s more than a problem. 

      I’ve got good news and bad news. The good news is my travel blog Suddenly Single—What a Trip! has taken off like gangbusters, and I’ve inadvertently become the queen for an entire tribe of newly divorced women. 

      And even better than that? Handsome Ransom Baxter, the head of vessel security, is throwing out more than a few signs that he’s interested in me. 

      The bad news? My ex has booked a cabin on the very same ship, and not only is he determined to win me back, he’s determined to make me jealous with some leggy blonde. 

      It’s going to be eighteen long nights to paradise and back before I can evict my ex out of my life once again, but a killer has different plans.

      Is it bad that I’m rooting for the killer?

      Midlife on the high seas is proving to be murder.

      From the NEW YORK TIMES and USA TODAY bestselling author, Addison Moore— Cosmopolitan Magazine calls Addison's books, "...easy, frothy fun!"
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      Emerald Queen of the Seas, Royal Lineage Cruise Lines

      Itinerary

      18 night Hawaiian cruise (back on the 19th day)

      Day one Los Angeles departure 4:00

      5 nights at sea

      Night 6 and 7 Honolulu (Oahu)

      Night 8 and 9 Lahaina (Maui) (Tender)

      Night 10 Hilo (Big Island)

      Night 11  Kona (Big Island) (Tender)

      Night 12 and 13 Nawiliwili Harbor (Kauai)

      Night 14, 15, 16, 17 time at sea!

      Day 18 Los Angeles

      Aloha!

      

      What could be worse than your cheating ex trying to win you back? Your cheating ex trying to win you back while simultaneously threatening revenge.

      “These women are hot,” Stanton muses mostly to himself even though he’s said the very same thing at least ten times in the last ten minutes as a crop of brand new passengers stream right by us.

      Honestly, only Stanton Parker Troublefield could be such a dichotomy. I should have known the man was trouble from the get-go. The word is built into his surname, for Pete’s sake.

      But no, I had to be blinded by love—that four-letter word that came to bite me in the butt just last month at the very same time I caught my husband of twenty-five years biting someone else on the butt who happened to not be me.

      It was the day we were set to take off on the cruise that our children, Abbey and Parker, purchased for us as a surprise for our anniversary. But after catching Stanton in the buff with a bevy of naked beauties, I went on the cruise without him. Seeing that my husband had grown an appetite for women who were not me—and come to find out, that wasn’t his first carnal buffet that I wasn’t invited to—I made the decision to cut him out of the cruise, and more importantly, out of my life.

      The cruise was great—sans the corpse that made an appearance in my suitcase. But that’s all over with now and I’ve actually managed to score a position here on the ship, teaching art classes to the lucky travelers headed to paradise.

      Last month I was merely a passenger, but this month I’m both a passenger and the on board art instructor. The captain, a looker by the name of Weston (Wes) Crawford, put in a good word for me and secured me to the ship, and if rumors and my intuition would be correct, he wouldn’t mind securing me for himself as well. Normally, I’d jump at the chance to date a dark-haired, amber-eyed looker who is as kind as he is gorgeous, but well, there’s a six-foot-two detail that stands in the way and his name happens to be Ransom Courtland Baxter.

      That’s right, the Emerald Queen of the Seas is my brand new home. They tried to give me a thimble of a cabin down below sea level, but I pitched for an upgrade for a cabin with a view and a balcony.

      But thankfully, my newfound decision to keep cruising until I drop dead won’t impact my children’s wellbeing since they’re both adults and in college. Abbey is twenty-one and attends Dexter University in our home state of Maine, and Parker is twenty-four. He just graduated from Dexter last spring, and he’s currently finishing up his first year at grad school at Hollingsworth University in England where he’s studying digital social media.

      Stanton, being a plastic surgeon, balked at our son’s digital ambitions, citing that we’re paying a mint to have Parker play on the internet. Unlike the fact that women of all ages and stages of life are paying Stanton a mint to play with them—some in coital ways—in his office. But I don’t want to think about his philandering past.

      Right now I want to focus on the present, where I’m currently standing at the top of the gangway on one of the biggest and most beautiful ships to sail the ocean blue, the Emerald Queen of the Seas, where we’re preparing to leave the port of Los Angeles for an eighteen-night cruise to the tropics—Hawaii to be exact.

      The atrium expands behind us with its marble floors and towering ceiling. A glossy black piano sits far to our left where a woman sits tickling the ivories, providing elegant entertainment. The next two decks above us are exposed with glass balconies rimmed with brass as far as the eye can see, as well as fluorescent lights that hug the curves just below the balconies, creating their own rendition of soothing waves.

      “What the hell are we doing here, Trixie?” Stanton bumps his shoulder to mine as he foists an empty glass in my face. “I’m running on fumes here. My mai tai ran out ten minutes ago.”

      My name is Trixie Troublefield, and I can see the dead—and perhaps the soon-to-be dead as well. The ghost I saw last month would qualify for that first category, and my ex would qualify for the second. I stand at an average height of five-foot-five and have medium-length blonde hair with bangs, an ode to the eighties that I refuse to give up, and I might have more gray than blonde in my tresses these days. I’ve traded my mom jeans for gauzy A-line dresses, and my calorie-counting ways for consuming them in mass quantities, preferably in the form of carbs.

      “I’m greeting the passengers,” I grit the words through my teeth as I fan my hand around at the atrium. “You don’t have to stay put. I, however, am obligated. I’m an employee here, and the bylaws state that the cruise director and her minions need to be front and center to greet the incoming passengers.”

      Okay, so there aren’t any such bylaws that I know of, but as soon as Ransom got wind of the fact my ex had booked a ticket to make me miserable for the next eighteen nights, I was given explicit instructions to stand right next to the captain until Ransom himself could break free from the meeting he’s currently in.

      Ransom is head of vessel security here on the ship. He’s actually one of two detectives who works alongside an army of security officers. At a full booking, the ship has a passenger capacity of approximately six thousand seven hundred, so you can imagine how many nefarious characters can trickle in with that many people—and the most nefarious of them all happens to be glued to my side at the moment.

      Weston turns my way as soon as there’s a lull of happy-go-lucky passengers ready and willing to get their tropical cruise on. Wes looks so handsome in his full captain’s regalia, which consists of a crisp white suit, a white cap to match, plus all the brass and navy bells and whistles that decorate his lapels.

      “Trixie, if this guy’s bothering you, I’ll gladly call security.” Wes takes a moment to glare over at the nuisance who dares hang on my shoulder.

      “Captain Crawford.” I clear my throat a moment. “I’d like for you to meet my soon-to-be ex-husband, Stanton Troublefield. Unfortunately, for all involved, he’ll be traveling with us on this leg to paradise, and if I haven’t killed him by the time we arrive, he’ll be traveling back with us as well.”

      Weston inches back and examines Stanton with whole new eyes.

      Stanton isn’t much to look at. He’s tall, barrel-chested, with a scant wreath of gray hair—some define that as bald—and hard, dark eyes.

      “Doctor Stanton Troublefield.” Stanton is quick to shake Weston’s hand. “I work in plastic surgery out in Brambleberry Bay, back in Maine. If you’re ever in my neck of the woods and need a nip and tuck, I’d be happy to service you.”

      “I don’t see why not,” I mutter. “You service everyone else.”

      Stanton frowns my way. “Don’t listen to the little woman.” He wraps an arm around my shoulders. “This is our anniversary cruise. We hit a bit of a rough patch, but after twenty-five years, that’s to be expected. I’m sure we’ll have all the kinks worked out before we come back to port. In fact, don’t be surprised if we ask you to help renew our wedding vows.”

      “Oh my word”—I flip his arm off of me and nearly send him flying backward—“this is not a reconciliation cruise. Let’s get one thing straight, buddy. We are not together in any capacity. The fact we’ve both procured top-notch divorce attorneys assures me of as much. And besides that, you are my past, Stanton. Cruising is my future.” I nod to Wes. “Rest assured, you will not be participating in any matrimonial farce on my behalf.”

      “Good to know,” he says as he glares at Stanton with a hardened expression.

      Before I can reroute our attention to the passengers at hand, Ransom pops up like the cool glass of water he is, and suddenly I am very, very thirsty.

      “What’s going on?” he growls. Ransom is decked out in a dark inky suit. His thick dark hair is slicked back, his blue eyes are giving Stanton a lethal look he deserves, and something about Ransom’s lean, mean persona has me tingling from head to toe.

      Just about every female head is turned in our direction, and about six different women gasp as they look this way—not surprising since both Ransom and Wes warrant a gasp or two from the female population.

      “Nothing’s going on,” I’m quick to assure him. “Stanton was just leaving,” I say as I nod to my ex. “Why don’t you do us all a favor and take the gangway back to the terminal? I’m sure you can find a few interesting ways to occupy yourself in Los Angeles for eighteen steamy nights.” I link arms with Ransom and the captain in an odd show of solidarity for reasons unknown to me. “And believe me, I’m equally capable of finding interesting ways to occupy myself.”

      Wes chuckles. “I’ll make sure of that.” He gives a slight bow. “If you’ll excuse me, I have guests to greet.” He steps back into line just as a gaggle of impossibly tall and thin, beautiful women stride in. Each one is dressed to impress with the tightest, skimpiest dresses known to man, and they’ve paired them with sky-high heels that give them all an Amazonian appeal.

      A man steps out of their midst and extends a hand toward the captain.

      “Cyrus Ledger of the Cyrus Modeling Agency,” he says.

      I take him in with his dark brown suit and his fedora with light brown curls peeking from underneath. He’s beefy—heavyset might be a more appropriate descriptor. He has a bulbous nose, and despite the potato sitting on his face, he’s handsome with sharp features and light eyes. “Captain, good to meet you. I hope your ship is ready to have some real fun. I’ve brought over fifty of my best girls to have a good time with you.”

      “Wonderful,” Tinsley Thornton, the chestnut-haired cruise director standing next to Wes, grumbles.

      “Wonderful, indeed,” I grumble to myself as the gorgeous women flock not only to Wes, but to Ransom and Stanton as well. Wes and Ransom, I understand, but Stanton? Well, bless their hearts, those poor girls must be nearsighted.

      Tinsley nods at the man. “I’m the cruise director, Tinsley Thornton. I believe you scheduled a private party with the captain in the Oyster Lounge at six.”

      “That I did.” Cyrus laughs at the thought. “But by no means will this event be private. Let’s do our best to spread the word—one and all are welcome.” He waves his hand in the vicinity. “All who have ears, let them hear. Party in the Oyster Lounge at six! My girls and I will be more than glad to have you. The more the merrier. After all, oysters are an aphrodisiac, are they not?”

      Aphrodisiac?

      I make a face at the thought. Something tells me that extended invite had more to do with upping the dating pool for Cyrus and his hot honeys than it did a gesture of goodwill.

      A leggy blonde with hair down to her waist gloms onto Stanton as if he were a genuine prize.

      Stanton straightens, chest out, as a dirty gleam appears in his eyes that I haven’t seen since our honeymoon. “Dr. Stanton Troublefield, plastic surgeon to the stars, at your service.”

      “The stars?” I balk at the thought.

      There aren’t too many stars back in Brambleberry Bay, but then, telling the truth has never been Stanton’s specialty.

      “Did you say plastic surgeon?” The blonde’s hot pink lips part with amazement. “Angel Howell. I think you and I are going to get along famously.” She giggles as she starts to yank him deeper into the ship.

      Stanton pauses to look my way. “Hear that, Trix? Angel Howell. Here you think you’re hot stuff with two studs on your arms, and I’m about to make an angel howl in your honor.”

      “That’s one way to win me back,” I mutter as they take off.

      No sooner do I turn my attention back to the bevy of Botox and boob jobs than I spot a tall redhead in a gold glittering gown stride in and I gasp. It’s not the fact she’s a gorgeous redhead or even the fact she’s chosen to wear an evening gown as she boards the ship that’s left me breathless. It’s the fact she’s just walked right through the bodies of about a dozen passengers as she makes her way over.

      She glances my way and gives a cheeky wink before disappearing altogether.

      Not only is my smarmy ex on board—along with a couple of dozen runway models who make me look like a troll who lives under a bridge in comparison—but I think I’ve just met my second poltergeist in a one-month span.

      I wonder if this cruise can wrap up without a single murder taking place.

      Something tells me there’s not a ghost of a chance.
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      The Oyster Lounge is a large, cavernous room with rounded ceilings that indeed give you the feel that you’ve stepped into the world’s largest oyster.

      Dark navy carpet expands at our feet with tiny white pearls printed all over it. The lighting is dim, the bar in the corner glows an ethereal shade of blue, and the thicket of bodies cluttering up the room holds the scent of expensive perfume mingling with musky cologne. The din of laughter is at heightened decibels, and just above that, light jazz music entertains the masses.

      After we finished up on the gangway, Ransom walked me to my new cabin and I marveled at how wonderful it was to finally have a balcony. We went outside and took in the fresh sea air until it was time to muster. After that display of seafaring safety, there was a short and sweet bon voyage party in which we both partook of the fruity concoctions being distributed. But alas, duty called and Ransom said he’d meet me back at this den of depravity in time for the parade of harlots to begin.

      Okay, so those weren’t his words, they’re mine, but with all the leggy blondes, brunettes, and redheads strutting their stuff in tight skimpy outfits—far shorter and ill-fitting than they were on the gangway—I think my assessment is spot-on.

      “Trixie?” a friendly female calls out from behind, and judging by the slight lilt to her voice, I already know it’s my new friend Elodie Abernathy.

      She originally hails from South Africa and is the manager of all the retail shops here on the ship.

      I turn and give her a friendly wave. Her medium-length blonde locks curl around her neck, her skin glows a blushing peach, and she has the distinct glimmer of mischief in her blue eyes. “Hidey ho.” She gives me a quick embrace. “My, don’t you look stunning.” She backs up to get a better look at me and shimmies her shoulders.

      “Likewise,” I tell her.

      Okay, so I may have shoved myself into a hip-hugging red dress and paired it with glossy red heels. Not that I’m trying to compete with those drop-dead gorgeous models—but still, I knew they’d be here, so I had to put in an effort.

      “Yes, I dressed up,” I tell her, pointing at her own little black dress before continuing. “But not to attract the attention of my ex in the least. Just knowing that Ransom and Wes will be exposed to such high levels of silicone made me twitchy,” I say as I tug the hem of my dress down a notch.

      “Ransom and Wes?” Her mouth rounds out as she feigns surprise. “I didn’t realize the captain was on equal footing. A little bird might have to whisper this news to the good detective and let him know he’d better step up his game.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I tell her. “I knew you were a little troublemaker,” I’m only half-teasing.

      “Please.” She averts her eyes. “Trouble is your name, and dating two hot men seems to be your game.”

      “Untrue—at least on one account. By the way, trouble has shown up in spades for this cruise.” I nod to the bar. “See that bald man with the blonde in his lap?” The blonde in question has on a silver dress comprised of scales the size of quarters, giving it that mermaid appeal. It’s short, her hair is long, and her brain cells are zilch if she thinks sitting anywhere near Stanton is a good idea. But then again, he probably promised her a rose garden of surgical corrections. “That’s my soon-to-be ex-husband. He booked a cruise in hopes we would kiss and make up.”

      Her mouth rounds out again, this time in genuine surprise. “Wow, he has a funny way of showing he wants you back.”

      “He got a whiff of Ransom and basically declared revenge. I’m not too broken up about it.”

      “What aren’t you too broken up about?” an older woman’s voice calls out from my right and we turn to see both Bessie and Nettie looking spiffed up in their typical dinner attire.

      Bessie Chatterley is eighty-something with red hair and an impeccable sense of style as evidenced by her cranberry pantsuit. She’s petite, but she’s every bit a firecracker as her counterpart by her side. Bess hails from Honey Hollow, Vermont, where she used to be a teacher. She, too, has a cheating ex. He was the town dentist and Bess found out he had a sweet tooth for his secretary.

      And by Bess’ side is her companion in cruising arms, Nettie Butterworth, dressed in her best blue and pink muumuu with a giant pink feather in her hair to finish off the look. Nettie is a gray-haired granny about the same age as Bess, but that’s where their similarities end. Think hippy, with a penchant for trouble and outright societal destruction.

      Nettie hails from Vermont as well, from a town called Scooter Springs. I suppose the great state of Vermont was their initial connection—that and the fact they happen to live on the ship. Bess and Nettie are permanent residents here on the Emerald Queen of the Seas. They just book one cruise after the other, and the crew has become like family to them. Lucky for me, so have I.

      Bess elbows Nettie. “She’s obviously not too broken up about missing dinner.” She turns my way. “Now what’s this about a party that runs right through our early dinner seating?”

      I grimace at the thought. “I didn’t even think about that.”

      “Don’t worry, kid.” Nettie winks my way. “We’ll hit the lido deck afterward and load up on lava cake. Nothing says smooth sailing than bathing your digestive tract in hot chocolate.”

      “Smooth sailing?” Elodie arches a brow. “You broads don’t know, do you?”

      “Know what?” Bess cocks her head to the side as if girding herself for the news.

      “My ex is here.” I take a moment to glare over at him and both Bess and Nettie gasp in unison.

      “You mean the two-timer who had the nerve to knock boots with the house sitter while you were getting your nails done for your big anniversary cruise?” Bess gasps once again.

      “I believe he was a four-timer,” Nettie says. “Don’t you remember, he had a naked girl gang in the bedroom when she caught him red-handed?”

      Technically, it was three women, but for all I know he could have had one under the bed to devour at a later time as a snack. I wouldn’t put anything past my ho-hungry cheating ex.

      “Anyway”—I shrug—“that’s him with the blonde spinning in his lap—something I’m sure she’ll be doing later, sans the dress.”

      Elodie leans in. “He thought he was going to win her back, but once he got wind of Ransom, reality set in and so did his hankering for leggy blondes.”

      “So as you can see, ladies”—I nod into the admission I’m about to make—“there won’t be any smooth sailing for me. Stanton is out to have revenge sex, and he’s fully willing to rub it in my face.”

      “You’re darn right there won’t be any smooth sailing,” Nettie crows. “That’s because you’ll be rocking and rolling in Ransom’s private suite. I have a feeling you’re about to have a little revenge sex of your own, missy. And once your ex gets wind of it, he’ll be forced to jump overboard. He can’t compete with Ransom and all his deliciousness.”

      “That might be true,” I tell her. “But I’m not sleeping with Ransom as an act of revenge.” I lick my lips absentmindedly. “If I’m ever with another man again, well, I’m going to be in love. There’s just no other reason I’d do it.”

      “Vodka is why I do it,” Elodie says as she eyes the bar. “Speaking of which, I have a few hours before the shops open up. I think it’s time to wet my whistle.” Elodie takes off just as Tinsley steps in our midst and she takes a moment to grunt my way.

      “The captain and I will be entertaining Cyrus and the girls from his modeling agency for the remainder of the party.” She frowns at the lot of us. “You ladies should trot along to dinner.”

      “I’m not trotting anywhere,” I tell her. I’m not Tinsley’s favorite person, because apparently she’s been trying to land a net over the captain for some time now and his recent interest in me has made her twitchy.

      “Oh?” She hikes a well-defined brow. “Will you be lurking in the corner so you can write all about it in that e-zine rag you’ve disgraced the ship with?”

      The rag she’s referring to is my travel blog, Suddenly Single—What a Trip! I started it on my last cruise as a form of cheap therapy, and for reasons that still baffle me to this day, I’ve amassed a following of recently divorced women who hail me as their queen. In fact, bookings have gone up on the ship and the captain credited my little ol’ blog with it, referring to it as the Trixie Effect.

      “My blog is hardly a rag,” I inform her. “And I won’t be lurking in any corner. I’m here because my ex had the nerve to show his face. And well, Ransom is meeting me here in a bit.”

      Both Bess and Nettie gravel out a laugh.

      “Now that we’re apprised of the situation,” Bess says. “Wild horses with sexy cowboys couldn’t drag us away.”

      “Speak for yourself, sister,” Nettie quips.

      “Fine.” Tinsley belts out an exasperated sigh and takes off just as Captain Crawford steps into the room and is instantly mobbed by a bevy of beautiful women.

      Bess chuckles. “Looks to me you and your ex won’t be the only show in town tonight. Tinsley is going to have a conniption trying to keep these women’s hands off her imaginary man.”

      “Imaginary is right,” Nettie says. “I don’t want to spoil anything for you, Trix, but I overheard the captain mentioning something about having a Trixie up his sleeve in order to ensure you had a pleasant cruise this go-around.”

      Someone clears their throat from behind and we turn to find Ransom looking like the lethal heartstopper he is. His hair is freshly slicked back, his cologne is warm as a heated summer night, and those cut features of his could stop a herd of women from running to a Veragamo sample sale.

      The room stills a moment as all eyes turn his way, and if I’m not mistaken, a collective sigh circles the room. I can’t blame the women; Ransom practically warrants it—as does Wes.

      “What’s this about a trick up his sleeve?” Ransom glowers in the captain’s direction.

      “I believe the term was a Trixie up his sleeve,” Bess tells him before something at the bar snags her attention. “Don’t look now, Trixie, but I think your ex is headed this way, and he’s dragging along that Buxom Barbie with him.”

      Sure enough, Stanton has the nerve to trod in this direction. He’s changed since the gangway, from a wrinkled suit to a colorful Hawaiian shirt and chinos, and paired the look with glossy alligator shoes. For a man who buys his suits from Italy, he sure didn’t make an effort this evening, but seeing that he’s got Buxom Barbie by his side, apparently he didn’t need to.

      And just like that, the evening is about to take a murderous turn.

      I wonder how much time I’ll get for offing my ex? That is, if I get caught.

      With Ransom by my side, who knows? I might just get away with murder.

      Kidding.

      Mostly.
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      “Good evening.” Stanton shakes the brown liquor in his glass our way as the party in the Oyster Lounge rages all around us. “I see your date has arrived, Trixie.” He turns to Ransom. “So, what are you doing with the old girl, anyway? Are you after her money? More to the point, are you after my money?”

      Bess, Nettie, and I suck in a breath at the audacity.

      “I’m going to kill him,” Bess mutters.

      “I’ll steal his wallet,” Nettie says. “And we’ll see who’s rich then.”

      Bess takes a bold step toward him. “For your information, your ex is forty-eight, not one hundred and forty-eight. And the way my life is unfolding, a hundred and forty-eight doesn’t sound so old either.”

      I’m about to say something, but a growl of a laugh rumbles through Ransom’s chest as he steps in beside me.

      “I’m not after anyone’s money,” he assures my egotistical ex. “Trixie and I are just getting to know one another better.”

      My heart drops into my stomach. That was a we’re-just-friends-spiel if ever there was one. I must have imagined the fact he was coming in for a kiss before we boarded the ship. Just my luck.

      Stanton wheezes out a laugh. “Knew it.” He looks my way. “A guy of his caliber wouldn’t be caught dead romancing you. Hey”—he sloshes his drink at Ransom—“this room is ripe for the pickin’. If we’re lucky, we’ll have a midnight buffet to end all midnight buffets, if you know what I mean.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ransom tells him. “I’m afraid you misunderstood. My attention is exclusively focused on Trixie. We might be taking it slow, but we’re taking it all the way.”

      “All the way?” Nettie mouths the words to me.

      My cheeks burn with heat at the thought. I’m positive Ransom just said those words to teach Stanton a lesson—but still, all the way where? I glance down at his crotch without meaning to and he clears his throat. And to my horror I catch a brief grin breaking out on his face as he catches me in action.

      Oh my word, he’s going to think I’m a pervert. I don’t see why not, my ex is—and I just spent the last twenty-five years being brainwashed by him.

      The man of the hour that we met earlier, Cyrus Ledger, steps up with two women flanking him on either side, a blonde with curly hair and a brunette.

      “Well, well.” Cyrus nods to the woman by Stanton’s side. “It looks as if you’ve already found your mark for the night,” he teases. “Cyrus Ledger.” He quickly shakes Stanton’s hand then Ransom’s—and treats Bess, Nettie, and me as if we’re invisible.

      The blonde wraps an arm around Stanton. “Scranton is a doctor, and he’s already promised me half off any sexy surgical procedure of my choice. He even said I can stay at his place to recover, free of charge.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m sure he’ll find a creative way for you to foot the bill,” I tell her.

      “A doctor?” Cyrus nods with approval before looking to Ransom. “And what is that you do for a living? Forgive me for prying, but I’m always interested in the men my girls are about to meet.”

      The girl with the curly blonde hair nods. “And I am very, very interested myself.”

      I bet she is, and my blood begins to boil because of it. She’s not just pretty, she’s inhumanly beautiful.

      Bess and Nettie let me know that Ransom was the ship’s resident playboy. And I don’t see why he would change his ways for someone like me. And just like that, my blood is boiling twice as much.

      “I’m in charge of the ship’s security.” Ransom’s lips twitch in lieu of a smile. “If you or any of your girls have any trouble, my team will be happy to help out.”

      “Security?” the brunette pipes up. She, too, looks as if she flew in from some alien planet where women’s facial features are unfairly sublime. “I didn’t realize you needed security on a cruise ship. I mean, it seems like a floating paradise on the water.”

      I take a moment to overanalyze that last phrase as I wonder if the water bit was redundant and thus not needed in the sentence at all. That’s always been my go-to self-defense move when exposed to supernaturally beautiful women. I try to best them in the brains department. Sadly, it doesn’t always work. Some women really do have it all.

      “You need security everywhere you go,” Ransom is quick to burst her beautiful bubble. “We’ve got cameras just about everywhere, sans your cabins and a few blind corners.”

      Cyrus sniffs and his features harden a moment. “How very rude of me. Please allow me to make the proper introductions. The brunette to my left is Kitty Kellogg. She’s been with the agency a little over a year. She’s tried to wiggle out of my clutches, but nobody brings in the haul like this one. I’m not letting her out of my sight.” He takes a moment to give her a cheesy wink. “And this blonde bombshell to my left is Bambi Backam. How long have you been with us again?”

      Nettie leans my way and whispers, “He means how long has she been on her back. I’m sensing bad vibes with this whole setup.”

      So am I, but then again, beautiful girls are exactly what a modeling agency is comprised of.

      “Just under two years,” the blonde, Bambi, gives him a searing look along with a curt undertone to her words.

      Bambi and Kitty? I’m betting those are their pet names. Or their dancer names. Probably both.

      “That’s right,” Cyrus says. “She’s been with us for just under two years, but she’s already making some serious waves. She gets all the choice bookings, and she always leaves them wanting more.” He waggles his brows her way, and if I’m not mistaken, she’s scowling at him. “And this angelic vision”—Cyrus nods to the woman in Stanton’s firm embrace—“is Angel Howell. She’s been with the agency since its conception and has taken on the role of mentor to the other girls.”

      “That’s right,” Bambi says as she looks at Angel. “I mean, look at those long luscious locks? What I wouldn’t do for hair so sleek and shiny you can see your reflection in it.”

      She’s not kidding. Not only do Angel’s tresses hang down to her waist, but they have a chrome-like quality about them. Doubly beautiful, and yet I find them doubly annoying. I hope Stanton accidentally fashions her blonde locks into a noose and hangs his private parts with them.

      Kitty chuckles. “Yes, well, I have all the hair I want.” She tosses her own luscious locks before looking at Cyrus. “But I aspire to be more than hair. I’m looking forward to retiring this world of glitz and glamour and trading it for something a little humbler—I used to be a teacher in a small town in West Virginia.”

      Angel laughs. “Honey, you’re still teaching people a lesson. Why, you’ve even tried to teach me a few.” She winks over at her friend.

      Cyrus chuckles as well as he looks to Kitty. “But don’t forget, it’s Angel who’s taken you girls under her wing and taught you how to fly.” His smile expands our way. “She is an angel in the truest sense.”

      Stanton gargles out a laugh. “I’m betting I can get her to show a couple of horns and a tail later on.”

      “Stanton,” I hiss. “You’re talking about her as if she’s not standing right next to you.”

      The last thing I thought I would do tonight is defend the floozy getting boozy with my ex, but here I am, surprising myself at every turn. One surprising turn I won’t be taking is a step in Stanton’s cabin. This entire room of women could have at him for all I care.

      Leave it to Stanton to cause a major STD outbreak on board the ship. The poor Emerald Queen should have sailed the other way once she saw him coming.

      “I don’t mind,” Angel says as she winks my way. “I’m used to people underestimating me.” She smears a wry look over at the blonde with curly hair, Bambi. “But I always end up on top, if you know what I mean.” She licks her lips, and Stanton howls like a dog at the perverted proposition.

      The music shifts to something slow and moody and Ransom looks my way. “How about a dance?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” I say and I couldn’t get the words out fast enough.

      Ransom leads me to the center of the room where there’s a makeshift dance floor, and soon I’m floating in his arms, swooning up at him as if we were the only two people in the room.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I tell him, breaking the spell with my own moronic logic. “You don’t have to spend time with me in order to make Stanton blind with rage. I think that blonde Bimbo, or Alley Cat, or whatever her name is—well, she’s all he’s probably going to think about for the next eighteen nights, so you’re off the hook.”

      His chest rumbles with a laugh, although his face neglects to go to the party.

      “I’m not doing anything I don’t want to. I think you and I should spend time together, a lot of time. I want to get to know you better, and I would hope you feel the same. I think you’re an incredible, stunningly beautiful, intelligent woman, and your ex is missing out.”

      “Intelligent.” I bite down on my lip because what really wanted to come out of my mouth was stunningly beautiful? My heart thumps hard against his chest as a reward. “Thank you.”

      “It’s true. All of it.” His brows dip down into a hard V. “I did a little digging and you won’t like what you’re about to hear next.”

      “What’s that?” I inch back in preparation.

      “Your ex’s cabin is right next door to yours. I wanted to see where he was going to land his head at night. And I was thinking about asking some of my men to keep an eye out on him.”

      “Wonderful,” I growl, tipping my head back, and when I do, I spot a woman with dark hair, older looking, getting in a scuffle with Stanton’s dark angel. “Would you look at that? Who is that woman?”

      Ransom sighs. “That’s Liberty Star. She introduced herself to me on my way into the lounge. According to her, she’s one of Cyrus’ legendary girls.”

      “I wonder what’s so legendary about her.”

      “She let me know right off the bat.” He ticks his head to the side. “Promises were made of the sexual variety. Her tongue was involved, enough said.”

      “Enough said, indeed.” My anger burns in the woman’s direction. But then again, I’m sure Ransom is more than used to getting propositioned with far more creative body parts.

      We watch as Angel struts off and bumps into that curly-haired blonde and they start in on it as well.

      “Hey, Bambi is picking up right where Liberty left off,” I say. “Why do you think everyone’s so angry with Stanton’s Angel?”

      “Maybe they’re fighting over who gets Stanton.”

      My mouth opens wide as I look up at him. “And who says you don’t have a sense of humor?”

      We continue to dance away until his phone chirps and he frowns at it. “Sorry. I’ve got a situation brewing on the lido deck. I’ll try to be back as soon as it’s settled.”

      “Not a problem. Bess, Nettie, and I will probably be right behind you in a bit. That lava cake is calling our names.”

      “I’ll make sure there’s plenty left for you.” He takes off with a wink and I watch as the room swirls around us.

      About twenty minutes drift by as I look for Bess and Nettie, and well, if I’m honest, I’ve been watching Stanton knock back mai tais as if there was a rum shortage coming up soon. Eventually, he and his bimbo disappear, and I send a group text to Bess and Nettie asking where they went and if they’re ready to make all of the lava cake on the lido deck disappear.

      Bess responds first. I stepped out onto the promenade deck to get some air. All that ritzy perfume reminded me too much of my ex-husband’s dress shirts. I’ll meet you ladies in the Blue Water Café in about fifteen minutes.

      Nettie responds next. Met a boy. Don’t wait up. Save some lava cake for me. It’s going to be a long night.

      Good grief. Bess texts right back. For Pete’s sake, use protection this time. The ship’s infirmary can only handle so many cases of your exotic rashes.

      I wince at my phone. TMI alert.

      I wish Nettie good luck and tell Bess I’ll meet her at the Blue Water Café in fifteen. That’s the name of the culinary paradise up on the lido deck which serves an endless buffet of just about everything twenty-four seven.

      I think I’ll run over to my shiny new cabin and take in a little fresh air myself.

      The sounds of the Oyster Lounge drown out behind me as I scoot into the nearest glittering gold elevator and take it up to deck fourteen. Both Bess and Nettie also have their cabins on this floor, so I was more than pleased to have scored one here myself.

      I get out and am greeted with emerald carpet with cream-colored fleurs-de-lis stamped over it, along with a magical hush of stillness you seldom find on a ship this big.

      I think I’ll freshen up my lipstick while I’m here. After all, Ransom does seem to be under the impression that I’m stunningly beautiful. I’d hate to ruin his illusion so soon.

      I slip my keycard into my door and flick the lights on in the cabin, only to let out a bloodcurdling scream.

      Sprawled out on my bed is Stanton with his shirt unbuttoned, right along with his pants, but that is far from the scariest aspect of what my eyes can see. In his left hand is a pair of scissors and in his right is a long thick lock of what looks to be—blonde hair? My eyes do a quick sweep of the room and I see chopped-up long sections of blonde tresses just about everywhere.

      “Oh no,” I growl. “Stanton? What the hell have you done?” I shriek, but all he can do is moan in response. “I knew those mai tais were a bad idea. Where is she?” I take a quick peek in the closet, then the bathroom, but she’s not in either of those places.

      I can see right through to the balcony, but I don’t see any sign of her there either.

      “I’m taking a cue from your bald-headed bimbo and I’m getting out of here,” I tell him.

      Okay, so she’s probably not bald per se, but why in the world would she allow Stanton to hack off all her hair like that? I highly doubt he would attack her. Unless, of course, it was some sort of a kinky game they were playing…

      I step back in the hall, and something silver catches my eye to the right, just in front of the laundry self-service center. I head that way and frown as I bend over and pick up a silver scale, much like the ones that were on Angel’s dress.

      At least I know what direction she went in.

      I quickly step into the laundry room, an elongated area with a few coin-operated machines and a row of ironing boards. There’s a small dressing room in the back as well, but there’s no sign of a recently shorn blonde crying over spilt hair.

      In fact, there’s not a single sign of life in here. I’m about to leave when I spot a lone silver shoe on the floor of the dressing room. The door is sealed shut, so I make my way over to it.

      A feeling of foreboding clamps over me as I give a gentle knock to the door, but there’s no response.

      Why would anyone leave a single shoe behind?

      I crack the door open a notch and a scream gets lodged in my throat.

      Angel Howell won’t have to worry about keeping her friends away from Stanton.

      Angel Howell is dead.
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      “Would you look at that? They did her in good, didn’t they?” the husky voice of a woman comes from behind, and I turn to find a redheaded gal in a sparkling gold gown that I happen to be able to see right through—and I can see through the woman as well.

      As for the body lying on the floor, it’s true, they did her in good. The poor blonde lies splayed out in a pool of blood with what looks to be a hole in her chest, and as soon as I see that gory wound, my body jolts back to reality.

      “Gah!” I howl before breaking out into an all-out scream and the poltergeist next to me screams right along with me. “What are you doing here?” I shriek at the gorgeous ghost just as two things hit me. One—this is the same glittering ghost I saw up on the gangway. And two— “You’re here to help me solve this case, aren’t you?”

      Just a week or so ago, I ran into a woman who also had the misfortune of seeing the dead. She let me know I was something called transmundane. Basically, there’s a plethora of supernatural abilities that fall under the term transmundane, and that if you can see the dead, you’re further classified as supersensual. And that’s what I happen to be—ironic since I’ve never considered myself super in any capacity.

      “You knew the deceased, didn’t you?” I ask. “That’s one of the requirements that landed you back on this planet.”

      The woman who told me about my newfound affliction also let me know that the ghosts who come back have some sort of a connection to those that died. I believe she said they were someone that the deceased loved the most, or something of that nature.

      The ghostly woman frowns over at poor Angel Howell. Not only is she lying in a pool of her own plasma, but she’s got a bad haircut to boot.

      “I did know the deceased,” she says in a breathy whisper. “Angel and I did some work together a while back.” She hitches a lock of her red hair behind her ear. It’s cut to her neck and neatly curled under. She’s beautiful with birdlike features and a prominent mole to the side of her lips. There’s an old-timey Hollywood appeal about her, and even the way she moves exudes an elegance of eras gone by. “I guess you could say we were good friends while it lasted. But I have no idea who did this to her.”

      “We’ll figure it out soon enough,” I say, sending a group text to both Ransom and Wes, and I might have accidentally included Bess and Nettie in it, too.

      I couldn’t help it. I was in a hurry, and my fingers were shaking like mad, and the five of us already had a group text going from the time we were arranging to meet up for the midnight buffet last week to celebrate yet another murder we wrapped up. It was our first, and foolishly, I was hoping it would be our last.

      Each one of them messages back that they’re on their way, and in the last still moments I have alone a thought comes to me.

      “What’s your name?” I ask the pretty poltergeist before she up and does a disappearing act as they’re prone to do.

      “Scarlett Skye.” She winks and blows me a kiss as she says it.

      I shake my head at her. “Scarlett Skye? Really?”

      She shrugs and her gown glitters, shedding a thousand miniature stars with the effort. “It sounded better than Annie Skaminski. Believe me, once I changed my name and dyed my hair to match, the job offers kept rolling in.”

      “As much as I’d love to discuss employment strategies with you, I think I can officially dismiss you of your duties. I already have the killer pegged. And as much as it’s going to pain my children to hear it, I think it was my ex that did the heinous deed.”

      “What?” Ransom shouts as he blasts into the narrow laundry facility with both his partner in detective arms, Quinn Riddle, and Wes in tow. And hot on their heels are Bess and Nettie. “Did you say your ex did this?”

      They stop short once they see the body.

      Ransom closes his eyes a moment. “Everyone out.” He pulls me in close. “Except you.”

      “And me,” Quinn grumbles as she pulls out her phone and begins tapping away at the screen. Quinn is a tall brunette who wears her hair in a bun and her glasses low on her nose. She has a penchant for pencil skirts and kitten heels, but other than that she’s all about the security detail of this ship. If I’m being honest, I think she, like the rest of the female masses, has a tiny crush on Ransom.

      “Ooh la la,” Scarlett coos as she gets a good look at both Ransom and Wes. “I’ll take two, please,” she says it breathy, à la Marilyn Monroe, and I struggle not to roll my eyes in the middle of a murder scene.

      Wes shakes his head. “I’m not going anywhere. My ship, my rules.”

      Bess and Nettie lean in and get a good gander at the grisly scene.

      “That poor girl.” Bess claps her hands to her mouth.

      Nettie shakes her head. “Someone hated that haircut and they really let her know it.”

      All eyes turn her way.

      “What?” Nettie asks, shaking her gray tresses. “I listen to the news. It’s anything goes these days when it comes to expressing yourself. She could have rocked that hair even if every person on the ship wanted her dead because of it.”

      “And on that note,” Bess says. “I’m taking you back to your cabin before they arrest you, or throw you overboard.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “Stanton!”

      I take Ransom by the hand and run out of the room, and everyone follows as we trek a few feet over to my cabin. I swing the door open to find my louse of an ex still sprawled over my bed with chopped locks of blonde hair scattered about, and no sooner do I take two steps inside than I see it—blood all over those scissors.

      “I’m securing the area,” Quinn says as she quickly exits.

      “Bess, Nettie,” Wes says as he hitches his head toward the door. “I think you’d better get back to your cabins. This is officially crime scene number two. And Ransom, I want this man detained first. We’ll ask questions later.”

      “That’s right.” I’m quick to jump next to the captain as I look at Ransom. “Toss him in the brig and throw away the key. Better yet, I’ve got a balcony. Let’s throw him overboard and save taxpayers a bucket of money.”

      Both Ransom and Wes frown at me, but I swear I hear cheers and a wild applause breaking out from just outside my cabin. It’s nice to know Bess and Nettie have my back.

      Stanton moans and rubs his eyes as he shakes the scissors right out of his hand.

      “What’s happening?” He gives a few hard blinks as he looks around. “Trixie?” He squints right at me. “Where’s that hot blonde?” He sits up a notch. “What did you do to scare her out of my room?”

      A growl works its way up my throat. “First, this is not a room. It’s a cabin. Get the lingo straight. And second, this is my cabin. And third, what in the hell did you do to that poor girl? Her hair is all over this cabin, and she’s lying dead in a pool of her own blood in the laundry room next door. It’s clear to the rest of us that you don’t handle rejection too well.” I glance to Ransom. “Not a shocker. His ego is large enough to snuff the oxygen out of the room before he ever enters it. Book him and send him packing.”

      “Book me?” Stanton sits up farther and takes a quick glance around. His fingers flick over his bare chest and scoop up a handful of shredded blonde hair in the process. He squints down at it as if trying to identify it and a scream evicts from him. “What the hell is happening? Is this Angel’s hair? Wait”—he gives me that bug-eyed look he gets when he’s both stymied and angry—“did you say she was dead?”

      “That’s right,” I tell him. “And don’t try to cover up with some smarmy excuse like the fact you just drank your weight in mai tais. You not only lured the poor girl into my cabin, but you’re holding the murder weapon.”

      Quinn steps up and begins taking a million pictures with her phone. “The laundry services area has been secured. We won’t move the body until we’ve combed it for evidence. You, sir, have a lot of explaining to do, so just know that you have the right to retain legal counsel.”

      “I don’t need legal counsel.” Stanton is quick to balk at the sound advice Quinn just doled out. “I didn’t do it.” He glances around. “And I didn’t realize I was in the wrong room either. We were coming down the hall and she had her hands all over me.” I was about to pull my keycard out when the housekeeper stepped out of the room, so I grabbed the door before it shut, and the next thing I knew the room started spinning and I passed out on the bed. And then I woke up to the Spanish Inquisition and my ex accusing me of murder.” He growls hard my way, “This is a setup, isn’t it? You and your goofball boyfriends are teaming up against me. I’m going to take all three of you to court and make you sorry you ever thought it was a good idea to come after me.”

      I scoff at the thought. “Contrary to what you believe, this isn’t all about you. A woman lies dead not thirty feet from here, and her hair and her blood are in that bed with you.”

      His face grows white. His lips part, and not a sound comes out as the gravity of the bloody situation sinks in.

      “I didn’t do it, Trix. You have to believe me. Do I look like a killer to you?” he asks while picking up the murder weapon once again. “I didn’t do it, I swear,” he pleads with Ransom and Wes. “I blacked out. I couldn’t pick up my head, let alone kill that poor thing. She must have run out of here and met up with her demise. Look, she’s not even in the room.” He glances around, and this hairy-scary situation seems to be coming in all too clear for him. He looks my way once again. “If you have ever known or loved me, you’ll help me get out of this mess, Trix. I’m a lot of things, but I am not a killer.”

      I swallow hard because deep down I know he’s right.

      But a small, wicked part of me wouldn’t mind being wrong just this once.

      I glower over at him because he’s just managed to drag me into yet another murder investigation.

      “I’m sorry,” I say to both Ransom and Wes. “But as much as I’d like to see him do hard time behind bars alongside a convict the size of a Mack truck named Bubba, I’m afraid I believe him. Stanton Troublefield might be trouble, but he’s no killer.”

      Scarlett materializes in a vat of tiny red stars, with the sound of maniacal laughter bubbling from her.

      “Trixie, you take care of your smarmy ex, and I’ll tend to these boys.” She blows both Ransom and Wes kisses. “Something tells me we are going to have a very good time.” She grabs Ransom by the tie, and to my horror, his tie begins to float her way. “A very, very good time.”

      Ransom pats his tie down absentmindedly while giving Stanton a dead stare. “Whether or not you’re a killer is yet to be determined. We’ll be detaining you for questioning.” He looks my way. “You won’t be sleeping in your cabin tonight.”

      Wes shakes his head. “She’ll have to bunk up with Bess or Nettie. I’m afraid we’ve hit a milestone on this trip. Every cabin is booked.”

      Ransom nods my way. “You won’t be staying with Bess or Nettie. You’ll be staying with me.”

      Things just got a whole lot more interesting.
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      “Your cabin?” I blink up at Ransom just as my own cabin floods with the entire security force.

      “Don’t you dare even consider it, Trixie,” Stanton shouts as he struggles to get out of bed.

      It’s clear those mai tais he poured down his throat are still working their way through his system.

      “I’m considering it,” I snip his way. “It’s not like I can sleep in here with all the hair and the blood, and my potentially killer ex.”

      Okay, so I may have done some backtracking on the part of Stanton’s innocence, but with Ransom’s tantalizing offer in the balance, I feel I need to pull out all the stops.

      Ransom’s lips twitch with a potential smile. “Here.” He hands me his keycard. “Why don’t you run up to the Blue Water Café, get something to eat, have a drink if you need one. Then, when you’re ready, make your way to my room.”

      “Hear that?” Stanton laughs. “He’s trying to get you schnockered. The guy is just gunning to get lucky. Why he would want to get lucky with you when there are perfectly good women running around on this ship beats the hell out of me.”

      Both Quinn and I gasp.

      Ransom and Wes—well, they’re growling at him.

      Ransom nods my way. “As soon as I clear the scene, I’ll have housekeeping pack up your things and deliver them to you.”

      I shoot him a sly smile because I love the way he’s chosen to ignore Stanton’s ridiculous ranting.

      “No rush,” I say. “As soon as the shops open at the Queen’s Mall, I can pick up a few things.” I bite down on a smile as I say it because, let’s be honest, I’m not exactly going to let Ransom see me sleeping in my flannel gown. Times are a-changin’ and my bedtime accouterments are going to have to change, too. I’m sure Elodie will be more than happy to outfit me with an entire wardrobe of sexy sweet treats.

      Wes clears his throat. “I’ll walk you out, Trixie.”

      “Don’t you take her anywhere,” Stanton barks. “Trixie, you’re staying in my room next door. We have a lot to work out. You don’t just throw away twenty-five years.”

      “I didn’t throw anything away,” I tell him. “You did.”

      Wes presses his hand into the small of my back and escorts me out of the cabin as if rushing me from a burning building.

      “Look, Trixie”—he sighs as he glances back at the carnage—“I don’t want you to feel pressured to stay with Ransom. I can arrange to have your husband’s cabin cleared out and we can hold him in the brig for the duration of this trip. It’s my legal right.”

      My expression sours. “I know this might sound petty, but I can’t stay in Stanton’s cabin even if you evict him. Psychologically, I’ll still feel as if he has his thumb over me. And trust me, he’ll feel that way, too. Besides, I really don’t think he did this. And if he thinks you’ve left him in the brig to punish him because of me, he’ll do his best to drown you in a lawsuit. I’ll be fine in Ransom’s cabin. Just the thought of stepping into Stanton’s makes my skin crawl.”

      Wes offers a half-hearted nod and his dimples invert. “Okay. Just know if you need me, I’m one text away.” He glances back at the cabin and his expression hardens. “And whatever you do, don’t let him charm you into doing something you’re not ready for.” His amber eyes lock on mine. “His specialty is getting what he wants. I trust you’ll be strong.” He nods just as one of the guards asks to speak to him and we go our separate ways.

      Wes trusts I’ll be strong.

      Me? Not so much.
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      I take Ransom up on his suggestion, hit the lido deck, and take in all of the comfort food the Blue Water Café has to offer, and that includes four pieces of lava cake. In my defense, the ramekins that those luscious chocolate treats are stuffed into are hardly the size of my palm.

      Once I’m through satisfying my stomach, I take off for the Queen’s Mall and straight into the Queen’s Boutique, where Elodie shoves way too much naughty gear into my bag. I pick out a black floor-length silk gown with spaghetti straps to sleep in, and although it looks as if it could double as formalwear, it indeed was in the naughty nighty section.

      I show Elodie the keycard Ransom gave me and follow her directions all the way to deck eighteen.

      It’s odd because most of the cabins are on far lower decks. Deck eighteen is home to all the fun water sports that make this ship unique, like those colorful acrylic tubes that protrude up ways and sideways and look as if they belong on a hamster cage more than they do on any cruise ship. Basically, it’s laden with lots of outdoor pools, slides, and even a wave rider for those looking to do a little surfing.

      There’s also a zipline—which Bess and Nettie talked me into on our last trip. I’ve never screamed so much in my life. But you know what? It felt good to scream. To get out all of the heartache and angst this last month has brought me, and by month, I mean Stanton. It was liberating.

      The elevator drops me off where I need to be, and after a few twists and turns down an opulent marble hall, I find Ransom’s cabin. I insert the keycard, a few footlights automatically come on inside, and it’s just enough illumination to ensure the fact I gasp—and I hold my breath as I take in the wonder.

      Ransom doesn’t have a cabin. He has a bona fide suite. Black onyx floors meet with a gray U-shape sofa that sits in the living room, and a TV sits on the wall across from it. There’s a round dining room table with six black sleek chairs lining it, a kitchenette with white marble countertops, a small hall to the right looks as if it leads to a bedroom and I’m guessing a bathroom—and then there’s the stairway. Yes, Ransom has stairs in his cabin. This is a two-story wonder that I didn’t even think was possible on a cruise ship. I back up enough to see it’s a loft area, and I think I can make out a bed and balcony.

      And the view from the living room windows? He’s not staring out at the many pools that deck eighteen is home to—although he can definitely see those as well. The room is positioned so he’s looking out past them at the vast Pacific. The sun has long since set, and I can see the stars sparkling like the dust of a thousand diamonds.

      “Would you get a load of this?” a breathy voice coos from behind and I jump as I turn to find that redheaded ghost in that gold shimmering gown of hers, ready to scare the stilettos right off of me.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” I say, trying my best to swat her away. “Ransom will be here any moment and I need you gone. I can’t babysit the dead and do my best to impress Ransom Baxter at the very same time. And by impress, I mean not embarrass myself.”

      “You’re going to sleep with him, aren’t you? Oh, I am definitely sticking around for that.”

      “No, I’m not going to sleep with him,” I hiss. “I don’t think.” I bite down on my lip. Okay, fine. I haven’t exactly ruled it out just yet either. “Either way, it’s none of your business.”

      Her ruby red lips round out. “I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t you let me take over your corporal frame and I’ll sleep with him? I’ve got moves that will blow him out of the water—cruise ship pun intended.” She winks my way. Her whole body is smoldering a strange shade of pink at the thought of what she’d like to do to my man.

      Wait a minute. Did I just call Ransom my man?

      My stomach quivers at the thought, and it’s a feeling I haven’t felt in a good long while.

      “A hard no to the possession proposition. I’ve got enough troubles of my own without trying to figure out how to evict a ghost from my body. You can just take your frisky business elsewhere.”

      “Fine,” she growls my way, and her eyes glow as red as a stop sign. “I’ll go visit the captain. He was more than receptive to my caresses last night.”

      “What?” I shout as she begins to dissipate. “Wait! You can’t have Wes!”

      The door jingles and in strides Ransom looking extra lean and mean in that dark suit and silver tie.

      “Trixie?” he says, baffled, as he flicks on the overhead lights. “Is Wes here with you?”

      “What? No.” I quickly put down my things next to the table and slink my way over to him. “I was just…singing.”

      Good grief.

      Heaven forbid he asks me to replicate a few bars. I have a voice that can break glass—and not in any good way. It’ll also most likely break what little interest Ransom has in me as well.

      “Okay, well, I’m glad to hear it. Did you eat?”

      “I sure did,” I tell him, sounding a bit too chipper. “How’s the investigation going? Did the security cameras expose the killer? Have you eaten?”

      Wonderful. Give him a preview of what a nagging housewife might sound like. I’m sure after one night with me and my incessant inquisition, he’ll be thrilled to be single forever.

      “The initial part of the investigation is over. Whoever killed Angel found a blind spot in the security system. And believe me, I don’t think it was dumb luck.” He ticks his head to the side as if he wasn’t sure. “All the photographs have been taken. Quinn and I did as much in the way of forensics as we could. Your cabin is sealed off for the remainder of the trip, as is the laundry area, and Stanton is in the brig. Quinn and I questioned him for close to an hour until he vomited. Lucky for me, I ate a big meal before the ship took off, so I’m good for the rest of the night.”

      “Lucky for you, indeed.” I bite down on my lip as I take in his heady cologne. “This is some place you have here, Detective.”

      A tiny rumble of a laugh erupts in his chest. “Being a detective has nothing to do with it. I pay for the upgrade out of pocket. When my father passed away, he left his real estate fortune to my siblings and me. Let’s just say working for a living is a choice. And it’s a choice I’d make again and again.”

      “Wow, that’s impressive,” I tell him. “Good for you. Besides, living on this ship is practically a vacation. People work all their lives to do exactly what you’re doing, sans the taking down the bad guys or tracking down killers.”

      “The killers are relatively new to my repertoire, at least on the ship.”

      I can’t help but frown. “Is it any coincidence those killers stepped on board at the same time I did? I’m shocked you don’t throw me in the brig right along with my ex.”

      He lifts a brow. “Not a chance.” He leads us to the balcony and soon we’re seated looking out at the dark horizon as he lands a seltzer water in front of me.

      Dark purple and navy waves cascade by as the ship moves forward on its way to paradise. The moon is just beginning to show, and it’s creating a phosphorescent river right in front of us. “I have something stronger if you need it.”

      “This is perfect,” I say as I take in the briny sea air. “Ransom, you live like a king.”

      “I’m betting the view wouldn’t have been too different from your new room with the balcony upgrade.”

      I  hoist my seltzer in his direction. “And now we will never know. Speaking of which. I’ll head to guest relations in the morning. I’m sure they can squeeze me in somewhere. And if they can’t, I might get Bess or Nettie to take me in.”

      “Why not stay here? You’re more than welcome. And I have plenty of room. You can have the downstairs bedroom. It’s a full suite. The loft doesn’t offer much by way of privacy and the view from your room will be just as spectacular.”

      “I—”

      “Think about it,” he says before I can properly protest. “This way you get your own private quarters, and with Bess and Nettie”—his cheek glides up on one side—“there’s a reason they have separate cabins. The reason we met is because they were in the middle of an altercation. Nettie accused Bess of eating her special brownies, and Bess said she had been showering with them because she thought they were soap.”

      A full belly laugh evicts from me just hearing it.

      “I can picture it,” I tell him. “And thank you for that. I needed a little comic relief.”

      “Can I ask you a question that I’m hoping won’t bring you down?”

      “Shoot.” I shrug. “Honestly, it can’t be anything worse than something this night has already produced.”

      “Does any part of you think you might want to salvage your marriage?”

      I scoff in response. “Have you met my ex? Not only did I find him with three women less than a month ago, but his way of trying to win me back was by sleeping with a blonde. Not that I’d ever let him near me again with that tiny pole of his.” I cringe as I let that last sentence fly. “The answer is no. Our children are grown, and I have no desire to risk acquiring a secondhand STD. Stanton and I are over and done.” My fingers drum over the glass table between us. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Shoot.” He lifts his own drink my way.

      “Could you ever see yourself remarrying one day?” I ask and immediately regret it. It’s none of my business. Ransom shared with me that he was divorced and had a daughter, Emerson, who is twenty-two and is about to go to law school in Georgia. Marriage clearly doesn’t fit into his new playboy-of-the-seas lifestyle. He’s going to think I’m trying to set a net over him.

      I’m not setting a net, am I?

      “Yes,” he says and stuns me into submission. “I’m more than open to it.” His eyes stay trained on mine, and we stare one another down a moment too long as if we were in a trance. “I think we should all keep our minds and our hearts open to love.”

      “I agree.” I raise my seltzer once again. “To love.”

      “To love.” His lips curve as he says it. “May it find us both.” He nods my way, and my insides explode with heat.

      “Hear, hear.”

      Ransom and I talk for hours about everything and nothing. Then as the night wears into the early morning, he walks me to my room.

      “I guess this is goodnight,” he says as he leans dangerously close.

      My heart thumps wildly, and a spike of heat rips through my body.

      Is this it? Am I finally going to get to kiss those full lips that he’s been teasing me with for almost a month now?

      “I guess it is,” I whisper back as my tongue does a quick sweep over my lips absentmindedly. I can’t help it. I tend to lick my lips when I see delicious things, and if Ransom Courtland Baxter is anything, he is delicious.

      His brows pinch in the middle as if he were perplexed, and just when I think he’s about to ask me a question, he bows his head my way and his lips part as I hike up a notch to meet him.

      The loud ping of a cellphone snaps us back to reality, and he quickly pulls out his phone and glares at it.

      “It’s the captain,” he says it with a sigh as if he were resigned to the fact. “He wishes us both a good night.”

      He dives his phone back into his pocket, and I bet the text said a little more than that. I wouldn’t put it past Wes to toss in a loose threat. They have a sordid history, to say the least.

      “Goodnight, Trixie.” Ransom nods my way before offering a pained smile. “I’ll most likely be gone by the time you wake up. I’ll see you at some point tomorrow. We’ll catch up soon.”

      “Goodnight,” I say as he takes off and I head into my room.

      It took all of my strength not to drag him in along with me.

      A part of me wonders if it took all of his strength to keep out.
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      Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      Do you know how hard it is to keep a murder investigation from hundreds of thousands of your adoring fans?

      Okay, so I have no proof that anyone is adoring me. But I do have an inkling of what’s keeping the droves of recent divorcees hooked on my blog—a full report of the yummy treats I stuff into my pie hole while on the high seas, the intrigue of having loads of free time to read and paint all I want—and a dash of romance.

      Okay, so it’s more like a double dash of romance. I keep them abreast on all my encounters with Wes and Ransom—whom I’ve nicknamed the Captain and the Detective. I know, I know. I should never have done that.

      Obviously, both of those men can read what I write. But a part of me doesn’t care. I have Stanton to thank for not giving a flying fluffer-nutter what anyone thinks anymore. It’s my journal and I’m going to write whatever the heck I feel like writing.

      If I want to pen an ode to that stack of chocolate chip pancakes I had this morning, you better believe it will take up three-quarters of a page to do it—and I did.

      Stanton came up as well, but I gave him less than three sentences. My readers almost immediately began to flood the comments section with outcries of what an ass he is to have infiltrated my seafaring sanctuary and then having the nerve to flirt shamelessly with other women.

      Yeah, I’m not the one who made Stanton sound like an ass. That seems to be his specialty these days.

      After a quick breakfast at the Blue Water Café, where I inhaled an insane amount of pancakes as if on a dare, I took off to my newly minted position as the official art instructor of the Emerald Queen of the Seas.

      All I have to do is teach basic techniques each day we’re at sea to an open class—and free might I add—of roughly about twenty people eager to unleash the budding artist inside of them. The classes take place from eleven to noon—and another from two to three.

      And to think the Royal Lineage Cruise Lines actually pays me to do this. It almost doesn’t seem fair. I have all the classes already plotted out. Sketching, watercolor, charcoal, alcohol markers (my favorite), and gouache—a water-based pigmented paint that’s easier to work with than both acrylics and oil paint. And then judging by what’s most popular with my students, we’ll circle back and repeat three of our top faves. Easy-peasy. And I already love every minute of it.

      After my class is through, I hit my blog once again and give my readers a rundown on how it went—beachscapes were sketched to perfection and the art of shadow and light was discussed as a metaphor by my students. I think I’m going to learn just as much from them as they are from me.

      One thing I didn’t mention on my blog was the fact another body has surfaced on the Emerald Queen. That little murderous tidbit is better off kept to myself. I’d hate to taint the ship or the case.

      And speaking of the case…

      “I wonder if the killer is here?” I ask Bess and Nettie as we step out onto deck seventeen, one deck up from the Blue Water Café where we just indulged in far too many carbs for it to ever be safe.

      Good thing this gauzy yellow dress I’m wearing is built to expand right along with me.

      I tried to get my hands on a few muumuus like the ones that make up the majority of Nettie’s wardrobe, but cooler heads prevailed—Elodie’s—and she helped me purchase an entire rainbow’s-worth of gauzy dresses that still offer me a shape while I expand to my heart and stomach’s content. We’re just about to exchange the interior for warm sunshine as the scent of coconut suntan lotion mingling with the briny sea hits us. It’s a scent I happen to find intoxicating.

      No sooner do the three of us step out onto the sundeck than we give a collective gasp.

      “Who cares about the killer?” Nettie says as she swats both Bess and me in the stomach. “Would you get ahold of all these shirtless men?”

      Bess scoffs. “I’ve got news for you, sis. All these shirtless men are here to see all those bikini-clad girls.”

      I nod at her assumption. “And all these bikini-clad girls are from the Cyrus Modeling Agency. This is nothing but a repeat of last night with less clothing and hopefully less murder, too.”

      The sundeck is an expansive outdoor area that is home to a couple of swimming pools and three different hot tubs. The Coast Bistro butts right up to one of the pools and they serve the best teriyaki chicken kabobs. There’s a shi-shi dining room just past that with lots of long windows with extensive views, there’s also the Smooth Sailing Lounge where bingo and afternoon tea take place, and who can forget the self-serve dessert bar that creates a barrier between the swimming pools and the tennis courts, where you can get all the sweet snacks and coffee you need to curl up with a good book. In a word, deck seventeen is magic—except for this afternoon.

      Right now it looks more like the casting call for a porno, which would explain why Stanton finds himself in the middle of a cluster of leggy women, all pawing at his bare chest—and his beer belly to boot.

      “Oh my word,” I say as I charge in his direction.

      “Where are we going?” Bess says, pressing her pink wide-brimmed hat to her head.

      “To catch ourselves a man,” Nettie shouts from the other side of me.

      “Trust me,” I say. “These men are only after one thing.”

      “And that’s exactly why we want ’em,” Nettie shouts twice as loud.

      I’d correct her, but we’ve reached our destination.

      “Stanton,” I hiss as I slap every well-manicured hand off his chest. “What the heck do you think you’re doing? These women are all taking copious selfies of themselves. And don’t think for a minute that Abbey and Parker wouldn’t see a picture of their father being manhandled by a dozen ditzes. Is that what you want?”

      Stanton frowns as the last of the glamour girls does a disappearing act, and judging by the look on his face, he’d like to chuck that cocktail in his hand at me.

      “And why would that be a bad thing, Trix?” he barks back. “They’ve seen you in compromising positions with both the captain and that rent-a-cop you’re drooling over.”

      “They have not,” I protest. “Those were tasteful pictures we took on the islands. I thought they would appreciate the fact I wasn’t alone. And Ransom is no rent-a-cop. He’s a retired FBI agent with a specialty in the behavioral analysis unit.”

      His chest bucks. “I bet he’d like to teach you how to behave.”

      Nettie inches back to get a better look at me. “You took tasteful pictures with both the captain and Handsome Ransom, and you didn’t share with friends?” She elbows Bess. “We both know what tasteful pictures is code for.”

      “Yeah,” Bess crows at Nettie. “Tasteful pictures.”

      “They were very tasteful,” I tell the two of them before glowering over at my ex once again. “And what the heck are you doing roaming free as a bird? I thought they tossed you in the brig last night.”

      “They’ve got nothing on me,” he says, gliding on a pair of sunglasses that cost more than some used cars. I should know, I bought them for him for his last birthday. Stanton only appreciates ridiculously expensive gifts, and seeing that he brainwashed me into doing whatever he asked, I was more than happy to oblige. But not anymore. The expensive buck stops here.

      “What do you mean, they have nothing on you?” Bess cries. “They found the murder weapon in your hand.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t even know where the scissors came from. They were clearly planted.”

      “What about all that hair?” I ask. “Don’t you remember chopping it all off once you waltzed into my cabin with her?”

      Nettie sighs. “I had a date like that once. We drank a little tequila, danced the mambo, and the next thing you know, I was bald as an eagle. But let the record show that night produced both mind-bending and body-bending...” A husky laugh escapes her as if she were reliving a memory.

      I nod her way. “Mind-bending and body-bending what?”

      Bess snorts. “You know what, Trixie—the same thing that you and Ransom were doing last night.” She winks my way and hitches her head toward Stanton.

      “What?” Stanton’s face turns fifty shades of plum. “So help me, Trix, if that ball of anger touched one hair on your head, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what?” I ask. “Fall victim to a bullet from that gun he keeps strapped to his waist? I’m rooting for the bullet. Besides, it’s no longer any of your business who touches my hair.”

      “And which set of hair?” Nettie asks.

      “Eww.” Bess swats her. “Can you keep from saying something seedy for five solid minutes? Besides, none of these young girls are allowed to have hair below their eyebrows anymore. We were lucky all we had to worry about in our day was our armpits and legs. These poor girls are giving an eyeful to their estheticians—or bottom full as it were.”

      I make a face because I still happen to subscribe to the old-school line of furry thinking.

      And then a thought occurs to me.

      The women Ransom has been with have probably succumbed to the waxing dilemma that has taken hold of younger women. I can’t even entertain taking him into my bedroom now that I realize what he’s expecting—or not expecting.

      He’ll assume he’s about to get a beautiful bald runway model and will end up getting lost in a jungle that not even Tarzan would dare to traverse.

      Deep down inside I knew we would never work, I just didn’t think my coital carpeting would have anything to do with it.

      Go figure.

      Stanton nods. “I was pleasantly surprised to discover this myself.”

      “Let’s throw him overboard,” I growl and do my best to charge at him when Bess and Nettie turn into a couple of traitors and hold me back.

      “You wish,” Stanton quips. “I’m pretty much invincible at this point. And if anything does happen to me, they’ll pin it on you. Let’s see how you like your boyfriends when they’re tying you up with silver bracelets and tossing you on a hard bed in a dark room.”

      Suddenly, the brig doesn’t sound so bad.

      I bite down over my lip as the visual takes a turn for the sexual, and I quickly shake the thought out of my head. Leave it to my perverted ex to infiltrate my mind with inappropriate thoughts. Although, I’m filing that one away for use as a fantasy later.

      “Besides”—Stanton pauses a moment to snag a fruity concoction off a roving waiter’s tray—“I saw an upside-down pineapple on one of the cabin doors last night, and you girls know what that means.”

      Bess and Nettie exchange a look.

      “This isn’t that kind of a ship,” Bess tells him.

      Nettie sighs. “Believe me, I’ve investigated the situation.”

      “What are the three of you talking about?” I ask, somewhat perturbed that Stanton has pulled Bess and Nettie into his twisted upside-down pineapple world.

      “Swingers.” Bess rolls her eyes as she says it. “There’s an urban legend that says if you see an upside-down pineapple outside a cabin door on a cruise ship that means that the couple inside is looking to make a swap.”

      “Good grief.” I roll my eyes so far into my head I see my gray matter shrinking by simply being in Stanton’s vicinity. “You are an upside-down pineapple, Stanton.”

      “Aw, come on, Trix. Let me swap you out for one of these bodacious beauties. You might even get some old hairy beast that has a thing for old hairy beasts. Try not to choke him in the bushes.”

      “I’m choking someone, all right.” I dive over him and wrap my hands around his neck. My fingers squeeze tight and Stanton claws at my hands as both Bess and Nettie break out into a spontaneous cheer on my behalf.

      “Trixie?” a staunch male voice calls out, and before I know it, Captain Crawford wraps his arms around me and plucks me off of Stanton.

      My smarmy ex gasps for air. “I want her arrested.” He points hard my way. “Throw her in the brig, Captain. You saw it yourself. I’ve just been assaulted.”

      “Oh, please,” Nettie growls. “She was giving you the Heimlich and old Bess and I were witness to it.”

      “Who you calling old?” Bess growls right back before shrugging. “Well, she’s right. He had his foot so far down his throat, the only way to save him was to squeeze it out of him.”

      Wes nods. “Dr. Troublefield, I implore you to keep on your best behavior. There’s enough evidence against you to justify keeping you down below.”

      “He’s going to spend a lot of time down below, both in this life and the next,” I say.

      Bess nods. “I’d put money on that.”

      Within seconds, Wes is mobbed by an entire herd of bouncing boobs, and soon he’s swept a few feet away in the bodacious riptide.

      Stanton shakes his head in dismay. “Look at that. What’s he got that I don’t have?”

      “He’s a man in uniform,” Nettie tells him.

      “And he’s cute as a teddy bear with muscles.” Bess sighs.

      I can’t help but note one of those women pawing at him is an all too familiar blonde with big bug eyes and quivering lips overstuffed with dermal fillers. My blood boils watching the way she’s climbing him like a tree.

      “Hey, wait a minute,” I say, squinting over at her. “Didn’t we meet that blonde—the one that’s clutching at the captain’s tie? I bet she knows exactly what happened last night. I think maybe I should have a word with her.”

      “That’s Bambi.” Stanton sighs her way. “Now that Angel is otherwise indisposed, I plan on setting my sights on her.”

      “Otherwise indisposed?” Bess, Nettie, and I say at the very same time.

      “She’s dead, Stanton,” I tell him.

      “And she died with a bad haircut,” Nettie crows.

      Stanton nods to Bess. “Go on, give it your best shot.”

      Bess shrugs. “Rumor has it, she was nearsighted.”

      Both Nettie and I burst out with laughter and the three of us give one another a round of high-fives.

      A dark shadow falls over us, and judging by that heady cologne, I have a feeling I know the dark knight that goes along with it.

      “Ladies.” Ransom steps into our midst, dark suit, black tie, a look of steel on his unfairly handsome face. “Dr. Troublefield.” His jawline redefines itself. “What’s happening here?”

      Stanton’s chest expands and it’s not a good look on him. “Trixie was just gunning to speak with one of your suspects, Detective. Didn’t I tell you she couldn’t be trusted to stay in her lane?”

      Ransom turns his head toward Wes and that nimble bimbo continuing to climb him like a billy goat—not that the other women aren’t trying to do the same as they all vie to take a picture with him.

      “Ladies”—Ransom turns back our way, his face still hard as flint—“I may miss dinner this evening. And Trixie,” his eyes bore over mine, “stay out of my investigation.”

      He takes off in Wes’ direction, and soon there are twice as many women crawling over him as there are on Wes.

      Stanton chuckles as he swills his drink. “He really doesn’t know you, does he?” He hikes his cocktail my way and winks. “Men just love a woman who refuses to listen. Keep up the good work, Trix. You’ll drive him into another woman’s arms in no time.” He glances over at the fleshy carnage taking place between Wes and Ransom. “Then again, you already have.”

      He takes off and both Bess and Nettie scoot in close.

      “What are you going to do?” Bess asks.

      “Pfft.” Nettie scoffs. “What do you think she’s going to do? She’s going to strip down naked and that hot detective will forget his middle name, let alone what he asked her not to do. He’ll be too busy asking her to do other things.”

      I shake my head. “That’s not happening.” At least not yet. And not until I figure out what to do about the lethal jungle I’m harboring. “But I’ll be speaking to Bambi Backflip soon, or whatever her last name is.”

      “Backburn?” Bess wrinkles her nose in that direction.

      “Backseat.” Nessie lifts a finger as if affirming it.

      Let’s just hope she doesn’t have the power to set Ransom and me backward.

      Something tells me she just might.

      And something tells me she just might lead us straight to the killer.
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      The first formal night on the Emerald Queen of the Seas, aka the Captain’s Welcome Party, has the people aboard this ship looking as if they belong at a celebrity event in Hollywood. The actual party takes place after both dinner seatings have enjoyed their meals—which they deliciously have—and the Emerald Theater is currently playing host to the shindig.

      The theater is a three-story, fourteen-hundred seat wonder that runs Broadway-worthy shows nightly throughout the entire cruise for both the first seating and passengers and the second. Black velvet curtains ensconce the vast stage, plush crimson seats fill the interim, emerald carpeting sprawls at our feet, the brass work that lines this place makes it sizzle, and there’s an elegant crystal chandelier so big you can swim laps in it.

      The wait staff roams about freely, offering free champagne to anyone willing to partake as the sound of moody music oozes through the speakers and couples dance on the makeshift dance floor just below the stage.

      The Emerald Theater is a wonderland of entertainment. I’ve seen live productions of Grease, Beauty and the Beast, The Best of Broadway, not to mention magicians who have the power to take off a woman’s panties with the wave of their wand, and countless other variety shows.

      But tonight, at the Captain’s Welcome Party, we’re being treated to entertainment of another type—one in which the bevy of beauties stalking this ship vie for the attention of every available man here.

      Captain Crawford? You can hardly see the top of his hat the way he’s being mobbed.

      Ransom? Ha! He’s mobbed twice over, and I think he’s actually giving out autographs. Not sure what that’s about.

      And yes, even Stanton Troublefield, troublemaker extraordinaire, is being pounced on as if he had potential, and if bedding him is their end game, they’re in luck. He likes to take them on in teams, as I found out the hard way last month.

      “Tell me there’s a ghost on this ship, or I’m jumping overboard,” Nettie says as she glitters in her lime green beaded muumuu. She looks stunning, as does Bess in her navy pantsuit.

      I pulled on a full-length, formfitting silver gown that Elodie sent up to Ransom’s room for me. I  pretty much gave Elodie carte blanche over my wardrobe weeks ago. She’s much better at dressing me than I ever was.

      “Oh, there’s a ghost, all right,” Bess says. “And she’s living in your hair.” She gives Nettie’s beehive hairdo a quick bop and it springs right back into shape. “Now that’s a hairy-scary haunted house if ever I saw one. You don’t think that novel I misplaced this afternoon is in there, do you?”

      Nettie makes a face at her. “Fine.” She reaches into her do and, horror upon horror, produces an entire hardback novel. “Have it your way. But I’m only on chapter two. I call dibs once you’re through.”

      My mouth rounds out at what’s just transpired.

      “Don’t look so surprised,” Bess says. “She’s hidden my things in far more creative places. Let’s just say this is the one and only thing I’m actually taking back.”

      “Now about those ghosts.” Nettie inches her ear my way. “Tell me more.”

      “I haven’t told you anything yet, but well”—I give a quick glance around—“there happens to be one pretty apparition. Her name is Scarlett Skye—aka Annie Skaminiski. Scarlett Skye is her stage name.”

      “What kind of stage?” Bess looks resolved that she already knows the tawdry answer.

      Both Bess and Nettie know all about the fact I’m supersensual because they happened to be with me a few weeks back when I found out myself.

      It’s our little secret.

      I haven’t even told Elodie, who I consider to be a very good friend. And I will be blue and cold in a grave before I ever tell Wes or Ransom.

      It’s bad enough I’m turning out to be a ball of trouble, I don’t need them thinking I’m insane to go along with it. Although, truth be told, they did meet Stanton. My twenty-five-year marriage to a narcissist probably qualifies me for a long-term stay in a psych ward somewhere. So much for showing off my sane side.

      “You know”—I inch back as I consider Bess’ question—“I have no idea what kind of stage, but she did mention that she and the deceased worked together, so I guess it must have been modeling. Anyway, she’s a tall redhead who wears a gold shimmering gown and has a beauty mark just to the side of her upper lip. She’s stunning. I’m guessing she was somewhere in her thirties when she perished, although we didn’t get into the ins and outs of her death or Angel Howell’s demise for that matter. The next time she pops up, I think I’ll shake her down. Unfortunately, the last time I saw her was in Ransom’s cabin, or dream suite as it should be appropriately referenced.”

      They both swat my arm on either side of me, posthaste.

      “Spill all the sexy details,” Nettie gravels.

      “I want to know if the rumors about what he does in the bedroom are true.” Bess nods as they both lean in, eager to hear more.

      I suck in a quick breath. “What exactly is he known for in the bedroom?” I squeeze my eyes shut a moment as all sorts of acrobatic visuals sweep through my mind. “You know what? Don’t tell me. The less I know, the better. And to answer your question, Nettie, there are no sexy details. We’ve had drinks out on his balcony for the last two nights, and I’m unhappy to report that he’s been nothing but a gentleman.” My fingers fly to my lips. “I mean happy—I’m happy to report.” I cringe because I think I meant unhappy. “What’s wrong with me? Why hasn’t he tried to show off those night moves he’s so famous for?”

      Bess shakes her head my way. “Oh, come on. You’re no fly-by-night floozy and he knows it. Ransom is a smart man. Smart enough to know a woman of your caliber is a keeper. Drinks on the balcony? Ransom is acting like a perfect gentleman. He’s wooing you, Trixie.”

      Nettie makes a face. “Yeah, but while he’s wooing her, who’s wooing him? A man like Ransom has needs, and there hasn’t been a night on this ship that he’s had to take care of them himself.”

      “Oh wow.” I frown at the thought. “So you’re saying that with me in his cabin, he’s suffering a dry spell.” I glance over to where he is as a wall of women clamor desperately to assist with any and every need he might have. “Maybe I should find a mark for the night and let him off the hook.” As if I’d dare to do it. Ransom Baxter is the only one I want on the hook.

      “We need to find a couple of marks ourselves,” Nettie grouses as she peruses the offerings. “Dibs on the old guy with the top hat and chubby cheeks standing next to the stage.”

      Bess grunts, “That’s a statue of Alfred Hitchcock, and you know it.”

      “Yeah, well, Al never lets me down,” Nettie says as she scoops up a glass of champagne and heads in his direction.

      “It’s not the first time she’s danced with him either,” Bess points out. “I think I’ll go find something a little demurer to wet my whistle from the bar. How about I bring something back for you?”

      “I’m fine,” I tell her. “I’ll be right here when you get back—unless, of course, I spot the baby deer I’m gunning for. Then I’ll be shooting down Bambi in hopes for a confession.”

      Bess chortles. “Good one.” She leans my way. “But don’t actually kill anyone this time.” She takes off and I scoff in her wake.

      “This time? What did she mean by this time?”

      “Oh, who knows,” a breathy voice chirps from behind and I turn to find a rather transparent redhead looking dazzling in her long golden gown.

      It does beg the question, was she buried in it?

      “Scarlett,” I hiss. “What are you doing here?”

      “I certainly don’t know that either, but I’m glad I came.” She makes a face as she eyes the cluster of women attacking Wes. “I suppose one of those women trying to tame the captain is our killer. Or any one of the other women and men here. Do you have any leads? No offense, the cruise ship is dandy—but paradise? Well, it’s paradise.”

      “Ooh, tell me more,” I say, suddenly less interested in nabbing a killer and more interested in nabbing some details on what the flipside has in store.

      “Please.” She fans herself with her bejeweled fingers. “An endless parade of handsome men, all the delicious food you can eat, a mansion for everyone to call their own, and not a wrinkle in sight.”

      “Sign me up,” I mutter.

      “I can’t arrange that, but if you follow the rule book, you’ll make your way there.”

      “As in the Good Book, aka the Bible? Well then, I’ve already reserved a ticket. Stanton, however, traded his in for an endless parade of women who were not me.”

      “You’d be surprised at who can glide in under those pearly gates.” She shrugs. “I’ve got a few exes haunting the place myself. But don’t you worry about it. Eternity is, well, eternal. I’m sure after a couple of trillion years, you’ll forget all about the reasons he annoyed you so much.”

      “Doubtful. And is it a sin to say I’m suddenly not looking forward to paradise as much knowing he has a shot at being there, too?”

      She chortles herself into a conniption. “Believe me, if you can tolerate him in this room, you can tolerate him anywhere.”

      “Someone thinks highly of me.”

      “Would you look at that?” Her shoulders shimmy as she looks past me. “I think someone else thinks highly of you, too. While you shake your hips, I think I’ll go wet my lips. I’ll be back.”

      “Trixie?” I turn to find Wes in all his captain’s finery standing tall and proud—and might I add handsome as can be. “May I have this dance?”

      Spending eternity in paradise with Stanton might prove to be hellish, but if anyone can make things better in the here and now, it’s the captain himself.

      And you can bet I’m going to let him make everything better.

      There’s nothing remotely hellish about Weston Crawford holding me as we move to the music—more like paradise found.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “You bet, I’ll dance with you,” I say as I let Wes lead me by the hand to the middle of the mob of swaying bodies as the Captain’s Welcome Party rages all around us in the heart of the Emerald Theater. On our way over, we pass Ransom, and I can’t help but notice one of the leggy hummingbirds whispering in his ear is Bambi Backam, my mark for the night.

      I scowl at the two of them for a moment. It looks as if he’s beat me to her. So much for getting the inside scoop.

      “What has your attention?” Wes asks as I fold effortlessly in his arms and begin to sway to the music.

      “That blonde talking to Ransom,” I tell him. “Well, if you can call it talking.” I frown as the woman licks her lips while whispering something in his ear.

      Wes’ chest pumps against mine. “That’s just Ransom being Ransom. It’s about time you saw his true colors.”

      “Maybe so, but Bambi knew the deceased. I bet he’s going to grill her.”

      “He’s going to do something to her,” he mutters.

      “Wes.” I laugh as I give his ribs a quick tweak. “That’s terrible. And for your information, he hasn’t done that to anybody since I’ve been taking up space in his cabin. I’m the resident dry spell.”

      Wes chuckles and his dimples invert. His warm brown eyes have a honey glow to them this evening, and there’s something homey and comforting about Wes in general.

      “I’d hate to break it to you, Trixie, but I’d watch my back if I were you. There is no way Ransom isn’t planning to lure you to his lair. And by lair, I mean his bedroom.” His cheek cinches to the side. “I’ve heard rumors of what goes on up there. I’d keep mace handy if I were you.”

      My mouth falls open. “You’ve heard the rumors, too?” I quickly shake my head. “I mean, I have no idea what they can be, but Bess alluded to them.” I tip my ear his way. “Care to drop a hint as to why I might need that mace?”

      “No.” His chest expands and warms mine. “But I wouldn’t ask him about it either. I get the idea he’s more of a show than tell kind of a guy. Elodie would know.”

      “Elodie, of course.” I tap my foot. “Why didn’t I think of that?” I know for a fact Elodie hasn’t slept with Ransom because she’s told me as much. But I bet she’s heard the rumors.

      Wes leans back to get a better look at me. “So you’re really into him, huh?”

      “What? No,” I say a little too quickly, and a little too loudly. “I mean, I’m not even divorced yet.”

      Although the legal eagle Bess gave me, a bona fide shark by the name of Fiona Dagmeyer, aka The Dagger, is already slashing her way through the paperwork.

      Apparently, she’s the woman you want to hire if you’d like to have your husband’s cookies on a platter when all is said and done.

      I glance to my right where Stanton is being accosted by a brunette with long dark hair and puffy lips that look as if they could suction up half the ship if they wanted. I’m sure they specialize in suctioning something a lot smaller, and if she has her sights set on my ex, it’s a lot, lot smaller.

      The brunette shakes out her dark tresses and I straighten.

      “Would you look at that?” I nod their way. “Stanton is with that girl, Kitty something.”

      “Kitty Kellogg,” Wes says without missing a beat, and I take a moment to shoot him a look.

      He gives a half-hearted laugh. “She was doing her best to crawl all over me a few minutes ago. Let’s just say she’s not exactly shy about what her intentions are.”

      “Wonderful,” I growl as I look back at the tramp.

      “You sound a little jealous, if I do say so myself,” he teases. “I think I like that.” He sighs. “And speaking of jealous…”

      A hand claps over his shoulder, and I look up to see Ransom looking dashing as all hell in a black suit, white dress shirt, and silver tie that just so happens to match my gown.

      “May I?” Ransom doesn’t take his eyes off me as he asks.

      “Of course.” Wes glares at him as if he was going to make sure he’d pay for this later, and I have a feeling he might.

      Ransom quickly takes his place, and soon I’m in his strong arms and enveloped in that spiced cologne of his.

      “You look ravaging,” Ransom growls as his lips twitch with nefarious intent.

      “Ravaging?” I swallow down a laugh as his hips move over mine. “How many times have you used that line tonight?”

      “Once, and it’s not a line.” His brows depress. “Has Wes been filling your head with something?”

      “Wes and Bess.” I bite down on my lip because their names just so happen to rhyme.

      “Bess?” He cocks his head to the side, amused by the development.

      “Now we’re talking,” a disembodied voice coos as Scarlett reappears with a champagne glass tucked in her hand.

      “Gah!” I quickly take it from her and gasp up at Ransom. “Sorry, I’m thirsty and there was a roving waiter who just blew by.”

      “He did?” He turns his head, a quizzical look on his face.

      “You had to be quick to see it,” I say, knocking back the champs as if I was in a sorority house competition trying to score a dance with the hottest looking guy in the room.

      I wiggle the glass his way because now, no thanks to my far too friendly ghost, I’m stuck holding stemware, and that’s one less hand to hold Handsome Ransom with.

      “I guess you’re right,” he muses. “How are you enjoying the night?”

      Scarlett drapes herself over his shoulder. “Not as much as you’ll be enjoying yourself in just a little while.”

      Ransom inches back and takes a good look at me.

      “Is that so?” His lips twitch with wicked intent.

      “Oh my word.” I bring that champagne flute up to my lips in lieu of a muzzle. “You heard that?”

      Of course, he heard that. He’s touching me!

      One little tidbit of pertinent information that I gleaned from that woman who filled me in on my newfound supernatural predicament a few weeks ago was that my body works like some sort of a conduit. I’m sure it’s not helping that not only am I touching Ransom, but Scarlett is, too.

      If that’s not double trouble, I don’t know what is.

      “It was a joke,” I’m quick with the lie. “Wes made some quip about you being in a dry spell because of me, and well, he seems to think you’ll sneak out and find a dark corner to wet your whistle.”

      Good grief. I think I just put the last six conversations in a blender and served them to Ransom straight no chaser.

      His expression darkens. “Of course, he did.”

      Scarlett coos, “A dark corner?”

      I quickly pull Ransom away from the feckless ghost, but she just floats right over.

      She’s about to land her paws on him again, and I hold up a finger her way.

      “You keep your hands to yourself or else,” I hiss out the threat lower than a whisper, and Ransom backs up a few inches.

      “Trixie?” he says my name as if every letter had morphed into a question mark, and I’m sure he’s got more than a few questions. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” He pulls his arms right off of me, and I promptly put them right where they belong.

      “I didn’t say that,” I tell him before wincing. “I mean, I said that, but not to you. Oh heck, this is exactly why I never drink. I’m afraid the champs went straight to my head.” I take a moment to glare at Scarlett. “How about we change the subject? Did you get anything out of Bambi Stab-You-in-the-Backam? Or the chest as it were.”

      A silent chuckle rolls through him. “Wouldn’t you love to know.”

      “Ransom,” I chide. “I found the body. I think that gives me certain privileges.”

      “Yes, it gives you the privilege to keep yourself as far away from the investigation as possible. If you accidentally stumble upon the killer, and start asking questions, they might think you’re onto them. And since we don’t know who the killer might be, all the more reason to steer clear of Bambi or anyone else who you might think is related to this case.”

      “But you know things.” My lips purse as I examine him. “We’re practically living together,” I whisper. “And I helped solve the last case, remember?”

      A low growl emits from him at the memory. “You did solve the last case.”

      “So you’re admitting I’m good.”

      Scarlett moves in close. “I bet he’s good, too.”

      “Who said that?” Ransom whispers under his breath as he turns her way.

      “Some floozy dancing her way past us,” I say as I spin us away from the nosy specter. “You were saying?”

      “Okay.” He lands those blue eyes on me and his chest doubles in size. “You’re good.”

      “So then we’re a team.” I lift a shoulder as if affirming the fact.

      “A team?” His left brow hooks into his forehead just as his phone chirps between us. “Hold that thought,” he gruffs as he fishes it out and examines it. His eyes drift to the entrance. “There’s an altercation taking place just outside these doors, and I’m afraid I’m needed.” His arms cinch around me tightly. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Not a problem. Go save the day,” I tell him with a wave as he darts into the crowd.

      Scarlett zooms in, her eyes as ruby as her hair. “What did you send him away for? Don’t you know this room is full of predators?”

      “I know exactly what I’m doing. Follow me, we’ve got a suspect to fry and we need to make it quick.”

      I spot Bambi sitting in Stanton’s lap with a glass of champagne and make a beeline their way. Her wavy blonde locks are wild and free, and they’re as long as they are voluminous. She’s donned a green velvet dress that looks as if it was meant for a child half her size—with the exception of the plunging neckline—and she has on a diamond choker that looks like something I bought for a Shih Tzu I had.

      “Oh, Bambi.” I pluck her right out of his lap. “You don’t want to get involved with him. Not only is he married, but rumor has it, he’s been cheating on his wife for years.”

      “It hasn’t been years,” Stanton balks, and Bambi chucks her champagne right at him.

      Too bad. That was his best Italian suit, and I picked out that cherry red tie a few Christmases back.

      “Thank you,” Bambi says as I trot her a few feet over. “I might be looking to sink my teeth into someone for the night, but I’m not into married men.” She shudders at the thought. “I had someone step out on me once, and let’s just say it’s nothing you’d ever want to go through. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. It was pure hell.”

      “Well, I’ve been through it,” I tell her. “And you’re right. It is pure hell.”

      Scarlett chuckles. “I’m not sure she’s telling the truth. She’s looking right at him and licking her lips.”

      I follow Bambi’s gaze, and sure enough, Scarlett’s fibbing radar seems to be on point.

      “Great,” I mutter. “Bambi, that man you’re looking at was not only the last person to see that woman who was killed, but he was found holding the murder weapon. I think her name was Angel something?” I give a sly wink to Scarlett as I say that last part.

      “Angel Howell?” Bambi shakes her head. “I know. That’s what drew me to him, believe it or not. I guess you could say it was our icebreaker.”

      “Well, you know.” I shrug. “Some say hello, some say how’d you do it?”

      Bambi giggles like mad before snapping up another champagne flute off a tray whirling by and quickly downs it.

      “Ooh,” Scarlett muses. “Someone likes the taste of truth serum. Ask her who killed Angel before this party disbands and I miss out on finding myself a dance partner for the night.”

      Dance partner? I shake my head her way because we both know what kind of dancing she wants to do and where she wants to do it, horizontal and between the sheets.

      I clear my throat. “Bambi, what do you think happened to Angel that night?”

      “That man I was speaking with stabbed her in the chest with a pair of scissors, right after he gave her the worst haircut of her life.”

      “Did he say that?” I’m not all that shocked. I bet Stanton would say anything to land this blonde vixen in his bed.

      “He didn’t have to.” She shakes her head. “Cyrus got all the girls together this morning and told us the facts as they were reported to him. And then he showed us a picture of Dr. Trouble and warned us all to stay away.” She winks at me. “I’ve never been good at taking orders. In fact, if you say I can’t have something, well, that’s like dipping it in chocolate. It only makes my mouth water.” She lifts her glass my way. “Now giving orders? That’s another story.”

      “I bet,” Scarlett muses and she takes the words right out of my mouth.

      “So Cyrus thinks Dr. Trouble may have done it?” I ask. “I bet you know different. Who do you think did the dirty deed?” More like bloody deed, but I see no reason to get gory. That’s the killer’s department.

      “No fair,” Scarlett says. “Leading the witness.”

      I shoot her a questioning look for going L.A. Law on me.

      “I played an attorney once in a sitcom,” Scarlett bubbles as if it were her shining moment. And it might have been.

      “I don’t know who did it, but I know someone who just might.” Bambi gives a quick glance around the room. “Kitty Kellogg.” She points to the right with her nose, and there’s the horny cat now clawing at Wes as if she were readying to devour her prey.

      Her long dark hair shimmers in the light, and those pouty lips of hers look poised to suction his face right off his body, and more than likely a few other parts off his body, too. And just like that, I don’t like her.

      Petty, I know.

      “You think Kitty has the answers?” I ask, more than ready to lead the witness once again.

      Bambi takes a breath, and her boobs threaten to roll right out of that plunging neckline, moving slowly yet surely like a couple of bowling balls about to conjoin in the gutter.

      “Kitty was the closest to Angel.” Bambi nods. “They were thick as thieves up until a few weeks ago. Word has it, Kitty was starting to get antsy at the agency and Angel didn’t want her to leave. She was sort of her security blanket, so Kitty decided to sign on for another six months. That’s how our contracts run. Anyway, if anyone knows what was really going on with Angel, it would be Kitty. But then again, Dr. Trouble is a plastic surgeon. And there were scissors involved.” She shrugs. “I don’t think that hot detective needs to overthink this. You know what they say, don’t go chasing unicorns when there’s a jackass right in front of you.”

      Both Scarlett and I belt out a laugh over that one. It sounds like Bambi has Stanton pegged for the jackass he is. I wish I were as smart as Bambi a few months back.

      She waggles her brows my way. “Besides, the sooner that hot detective solves the case, the sooner I can get him alone.” She hoists her chest out a notch. “I’m all for sharing the wealth with him.” She gives a three-fingered wave. “Toodles for now.”

      “Toodles,” I say, lackluster.

      And by wealth, I’m pretty sure she meant her boobs. Can’t say I blame her, they were most likely costly.

      “What’s the matter?” Scarlett says it breathily while wiggling her shoulders and twitching her lips as if she just sang “Happy Birthday” to JFK.

      “She’s what’s the matter. You’re what’s the matter. You’re both so effortlessly sexy. And she just threatened to sleep with the man I’m trying to land.” My fingers slap over my mouth. “I didn’t just say that.”

      “You sure did.” She moans out a laugh. “And don’t you worry. I’ll teach you everything you need to know to land a man like that. Men like Ransom Baxter were my specialty. I’ll work up a complete curriculum. By the time I’m through with you, Ransom will be begging you to follow him up that happy trail that leads to his bedroom. Toodles for now.” She does her best to impersonate Bambi as she disappears into the crowd.

      “Toodles,” I whisper.

      Not only do I have my next suspect lined up, but I have a ghost ready and willing to give me a few pointers on how to up my game.

      It says something when the dead are actively trying to resurrect my love life.

      The irony isn’t lost on me.

      Ransom comes back this way and holds out his arms.

      “Shall we resume?”

      “You bet,” I say as I land back in his strong arms, and we dance the night away.

      A part of me wonders if his dry spell will clear up soon, and who pray tell will bring this stormfront to his bedroom to accomplish the feat.

      I look up at him and give a shy smile.

      Who am I kidding?

      The furthest Ransom and I have ever gotten was that feather-soft kiss we shared back at the terminal after the last cruise ended—and we were promptly interrupted by my wayward ex.

      I’m pretty sure we need to get comfortable on first base before we move on to his private coital chambers.

      I shrug up at him and his cheek flickers as he presses his gaze to mine.

      Yes, Ransom and I should most definitely kiss.

      But when…
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      Oahu is our first stop as we settle into the Hawaiian Islands. It is the third largest and most populated of the Hawaiian Islands, and the Emerald Queen will be docked here for two blissful days.

      The last time we were here, Bess and Nettie took me snorkeling at Hanauma Bay, then to the Cultural Center for a tour de force around the Polynesian Islands, followed by a luau and a show. We had a blast. Nettie may have also dove into the bushes with a man who was playing the part of the chief at that luau, and well, let’s just say a good time was had by all. Or in the least, no one was arrested.

      Both Ransom and Wes are set to meet with port authorities and the Honolulu Homicide Division this morning.

      Ransom mentioned as much last night during our moonlit balcony date, along with the fact he would most likely be spending the entire two-day duration with detectives on the island as they try to piece together the case. He implored me, warned me, and sternly asserted that I should stay as far away from anyone who was even remotely related to Angel Howell’s murder, and that included Stanton. He got a laugh out of me for that one.

      Staying away from my ex is something I plan on doing for the duration of our time in the tropics. I don’t see why I should ruin a perfectly good vacation even thinking of him, so I’ve vowed to put him out of my mind.

      Bess and Nettie invited me to spend the day on the island with them, and since Elodie has the afternoon off, we’ve invited her to come along.

      Bess rents a car and says she’s taking us to her all-time favorite sandy locale to wet her toes, Lanikai Beach.

      It must be beautiful because Elodie moaned with delight at the thought. Then Nettie announced she was taking us to her favorite sandwich saloon so we could picnic once we landed, and Elodie demanded we hit a Starbucks and load up on iced coffee to ensure a good time.

      It’s not quite noon by the time we arrive at our destination. We park on the side of the road, gather all of our goodies, and trek down a narrow pathway until all of nature’s glory unfurls before us.

      “Oh wow,” I say, breathless. “This truly is paradise.”

      An azure blue sky touches down over the teal Pacific as a white sandy beach greets the waves that gently lap its shoreline. Across the way are two small islands that look close enough to swim to.

      Elodie points in their direction. “Those are the Mokulua Islands. They’re seabird sanctuaries protected by the state. Some people refer to the one on the left with the cone as the Chinaman’s Hat, and the one on the right as Rabbit Island because they hold the same shape.”

      “They’re beautiful,” I muse.

      “You should see it at sunrise.” Bess sighs at the memory.

      “No thanks,” Nettie tells her. “The rest of us girls value our beauty sleep. Besides, been there, done that. There’s nothing to see.”

      Bess scoffs her way. “The last time we did that, you slept all the way here, and napped all through the sunrise. You had nothing to look at but the inside of your head—nothing to see, indeed.”

      “That’s because I know where the real party is,” Nettie quips.

      “All right, you two.” Elodie leads the charge. “Let’s plant ourselves. It’s time to stuff our faces.”

      To the right, a thicket of trees and tropical shrubbery sits not too far from the beach and provides ample amounts of shade to those who seek it. Tourists are out and about but not nearly as many as we saw back on Waikiki Beach. The scent of the sea mingles with our lunch as we walk through the warm sand in search of the perfect place to call home for the next few hours.

      We settle under a shaggy-looking palm tree and fan out a beach blanket Elodie brought along before chowing down on our sandwiches. Barbecue pork for Nettie and Bess to split, tuna for Elodie, and for me a hot pastrami with enough Swiss cheese to clog the artery of every person on this beach. And it is delicious right down to the last artery-clogging bite.

      “Welp.” Nettie pulls a fluorescent pink ream of plastic out of her tote bag. “I’m heading in the water. But first I need to find a beefy hottie to blow a little hot air into my pink flamingo.”

      “That’s funny, someone blew hot air into my pink flamingo last night,” Elodie says with a greasy smile.

      Nettie gives a husky laugh. “Well, it’s my turn, missy.”

      “Good luck with that,” Bess says as she lays out a towel a few feet away, well into the shade, and flops onto it. “I’m going to sleep off that sandwich, and when I wake up, I’m going to finish my book. It’s just getting to the juicy part.”

      “You’ll get to the good part if you wake up.” Nettie shrugs over at Elodie and me. “At our age, getting some shut-eye is akin to Russian roulette.” She kicks off her flip-flops and peels off her muumuu.

      “Geez.” Bess shields her eyes a moment at the flash of lightning that seems to have gone off around Nettie’s body once she stripped herself of any barrier between the fresh sea air and her skin. “Warn us next time. I feel like I just played Russian roulette with my vision and lost.”

      She’s not wrong. I’m still seeing spots.

      Nettie is snug in a hot pink two-piece bikini, and in all honesty, she doesn’t have a single wrinkle from her boobs down. I should be so lucky at her age.

      She takes off in search of hot air and Bess hits the snooze button on her brain. It’s just Elodie and me, stretching out over the beach blanket, watching the crystal blue Pacific while sipping our iced coffee. Vanilla iced latte for me and dark double mocha for Elodie.

      “You’ll never guess who I had a hot date with last night.” She lifts her shoulder my way as if beckoning me to have a crack at it.

      “The Sultan of Hot Air? If you say Stanton, I might be forced to bury you in the sand. For your own good, of course.”

      She shakes out her platinum hair as she laughs like mad. And come to find out, sleeping with Stanton could definitely lead to a descent into madness.

      I take a moment to examine her. Elodie has donned a gunmetal gray two-piece that has more straps and ties than most of my sandals. Somehow all of those straps and ties converge to form a V across her neck and an X around her waist. She’s going to get interesting tan lines, that’s for sure—and knowing Elodie she wouldn’t want it any other way. It’s probably some sort of a sexual roadmap she’s working on for later.

      “No, silly, not your sleazy ex.” Her expression darkens. “If I was caught alone in an elevator with him, I’d cut him.”

      “Which begs the question, who exactly were you caught alone with in that elevator?”

      Elodie is the equivalent of Ransom when it comes to sexcapades. I believe she considers the term maneater as a badge of honor—and perhaps a term of endearment.

      Her lips twitch as if she relishes the secret for a moment more. “Let’s just say he’s tall, has a broad chest, wears designer suits, and the women can’t keep their claws off him.”

      A quick breath lodges in my throat. “I thought you weren’t interested in Ransom.” I meant to pose it as a question, but I sort of hissed it all out in one long word—and a little like a threat.

      She bubbles with a laugh again before taking a sip of her coffee.

      “You can relax, Trixie. I haven’t developed an appetite for the EQ’s roving playboy. Besides, he belongs to you now, and friends don’t steal the steak off one another’s plates.” She bites down on her lip. “And let me tell you, it has not gone unnoticed that Handsome Ransom has all but hung a do-not-disturb sign on that pleasure pole he has swinging between his legs. Rumor has it, you-know-who is responsible for that fact.” She points my way, and my cheeks burn with the fire of ten thousand embarrassed suns.

      “Well, I did move into his cabin.” I try to sound calm about the fact I might be singlehandedly responsible for the lack of visitors his pleasure pole is receiving, or isn’t receiving as it were. “And I am well aware of the fact he’s in the middle of a dry spell.”

      “Dry spell, my fluffy derriere.” She gives her thigh a quick pat. “He’s into you. I’ve never seen Ransom so gaga over a woman—and a woman he hasn’t slept with no less” She gasps and straightens. “Have you slept with him and forgotten to tell me?”

      “No.” I shake my head at her. “I haven’t slept with him. And don’t worry. I’m well aware I’d have to report to duty with you if I did. Besides, I’d have to get that news out of my system asap.” I close my eyes a moment and envision Ransom leading me right up those stairs leading to his bedroom. “We haven’t even really kissed. I mean, sure, we sort of kissed when the ship disembarked during the last cruise. But our lips hardly touched when Stanton showed up and ruined everything. He’s still ruining everything, by the way.”

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” she grunts. “Pin him with the murder and be done with it. Don’t you dare look this homicidal gift horse that fate has given you in the mouth. Then, after Ransom is done shackling him, you can have him demonstrate his procedural prowess by shackling you to his bed.”

      “Please,” I say. “I refuse to be shackled by a man ever again, physically or proverbially. Especially after being shackled to Stanton for the last twenty-five years.” I take a quick sip of my iced vanilla latte. “Okay, so I might bend the rules for Ransom, but just once. I still don’t think he’s all that interested, though. To your point, he’s full throttle when it comes to women, and with me—well, it’s like we’re old friends.”

      “That’s because he’s being a gentleman,” Bess shouts without moving her body an inch. “He’s smitten. You’re throwing him off his game, but in a good way.”

      “She’s right.” Elodie nods. “He’s definitely switching up his repertoire with you. This should be fun to watch.”

      “Speaking of fun to watch.” I lean in. “What’s this I hear about Ransom’s famed nighttime routine with the ladies? Please spill every naughty detail.”

      “Don’t you dare tell her.” Bess is back to shouting while doing her best imitation of a corpse. “There are so few surprises in life.”

      “I’m not finding out the gender of a baby,” I tell her. “If I’m going to get horizontal with the master, I need to know what I’m in for.”

      Elodie shakes her head. “Bess is right. And trust me, I rarely say those words about anyone. Besides, I have a feeling when Ransom Baxter takes you to his love den, he’s going to pull out all the stops—as in all-new moves reserved just for you. That dog and pony show of his will be old news by then. But enough about you.” She winks.

      “All right, fine. Who did you have hot love in an elevator with, and were you living it up while—”

      “Girls.” Bess opens her book and covers her head with it. “Proceed.”

      Elodie chuckles. “Cyrus Ledger, and yes to your second question.”

      My mouth falls open. “Cyrus? You’re better than that, Elodie. Good grief, he’s probably slept with every single one of those women in his modeling agency. It’s probably a prerequisite.”

      “That would explain the modeling contract that showed up at my cabin this morning,” she says casually as she sucks downs half her drink. “And his actions in that elevator would explain why he has so many women flocking to him. The man’s tongue is basically prehensile and so is his—”

      “Bess is trying to sleep,” I cut her off with a wink of my own. “So he was worth the ride, huh? And by ride, I’m talking about the elevator.” A thought comes to me. “Oh, Elodie, I hate to do this to you. But I’m going to have to forbid you from going anywhere near him again.”

      “Why’s that?” She quirks a brow as if she were more than concerned.

      “Because he’s connected to Angel Howell’s murder. He could be the killer. Ransom practically made me swear on every grave in the country that I would steer clear.” I shrug her way. “And because I care, that means you have to steer clear by proxy.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t do threats by proxy. And I don’t take orders from any man, not even Handsome Ransom. But you’re both in luck. I’ve already decided to cross Mr. Ledger off my hit list. He’s a one and done in my book.”

      “Why’s that?” Bess calls out.

      Elodie snarls. “He was greedy and expected me to do all the work. He caught on eventually, but I draw a hard line when it comes to sexually stubborn men. And don’t you worry, Trixie. I hear Ransom has a ladies first policy. He can teach a thing or two to the rest of his kind.”

      “Ladies first,” I muse. “I knew I liked him.” I’m about to ask if she and Cyrus had a chance to discuss the case when I spot a gray-haired granny flailing her arms and shouting for help as she floats off into the Pacific on the back of a giant pink flamingo.

      Both Elodie and I take off running and plunge into the warm water as we swim out for what feels like a quarter mile until we come upon the distressed bathing beauty.

      “Nettie,” I pant as I hold onto the tail end of that pink flamingo float of hers. “You nearly killed me.”

      “Help!” Elodie calls out to a group of beefy men to our right. “Can’t swim! Drowning!”

      “What are you doing?” I ask, out of breath, as I lay my head onto the float as if it were a pillow.

      “She’s working the system,” Nettie says. “And she’s learned from the best.” She points to herself as those beefy men make their way over.

      Elodie winks my way. “I’ll take a ride with a handsome guy anywhere I can get it. Haven’t you learned anything about me this afternoon?”

      The men come out in droves, and soon they’re pushing the three of us back to shore in muscular style.

      I’ve decided there are two types of women in this world. Those, like me, who try to do it all the proper way, and on occasion, it bites us in the rear by way of a cheating spouse. And then there are women like Elodie who live life on their own terms, and they decide who they want to bite on the rear and when.

      I’d like to think there’s a middle ground, and if there is, I definitely need to find it. I’m not sure how much room Ransom has in his world for a proper woman, or if I even want to be her anymore.

      Nettie bumps her shoulder to mine as we slump over the beach blanket once again. “It’s funny how one minute you can be content with a dead marriage and the next you find yourself sailing the sexy seas. I’ll never regret my decision to dump my deadbeat ex and live the life of Riley on the open waters.”

      “It’s like you read my mind,” I say as I lay my head on her shoulder.

      The Emerald Queen has given me so much more than I ever could have asked for: friends who have quickly become like family, not one but two handsome men to drool over in my sleep—I’m counting Wes in that number—and the freedom to believe anything is possible.

      That’s because it is.

      Even the fact I’m going to be speaking with Kitty Kellogg as soon as I can track her down.

      Elodie was wrong. I did learn something from her this afternoon.

      I don’t take orders from any man, not even Handsome Ransom.

      Kitty Kellogg is mine, and if I’m led in the right direction, the killer will be mine, too.

      We get back to the ship and I head straight for Ransom’s cabin—or suite as it’s better described. I plan on showering then heading straight for the lido deck to have a proper snack before dinner, and by snack I mean a three-course meal complete with dessert. Eating is serious business around here, and that’s exactly why I love cruise life.

      The elevator spits me out on deck eighteen, and as soon as I step out, I notice something dangling from the doorknob of Ransom’s cabin. It looks flaxen and thick like a rope of some kind.

      Oh my word, what if he’s in there with some woman and this is his way of warning me?

      If we were going to have a system, you’d think he’d clue me in on it sooner than this.

      Wait a minute, Ransom is busy with the port authorities today. He has a body to process with the coroner and is going to have one serious sit-down with the forensics team after that.

      I step in close and take the rope off the door handle and gasp when I see it for what it is.

      It’s a noose.

      And it happens to have my name on it.
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      A noose.

      With my very own troubled moniker scrawled across it.

      GAH!

      No sooner did I send a group text to Ransom and Wes than a swarm of security guards flooded the deck.

      Ransom told me to stay put, that he was on his way, and Wes essentially said the same thing.

      Among the flurry of uniformed security guards, I see two familiar faces—Stanton and Tinsley—neither of which is welcome at the moment, but that’s not slowing them down as they make their way over.

      “Trixie,” Stanton growls. He’s wearing a Hawaiian shirt with shorts, and his face is red as a beet minus the outline of his sunglasses. “What the hell is going on?”

      “You’re burnt to a crisp,” I say while gawking at him. “That’s what’s going on.”

      “Who cares if your ex wants to pay a visit to the burn unit?” Tinsley howls, and that tennis skirt she has on fans out as if it, too, were livid. “Why does trouble follow you everywhere you go?”

      “What?” I balk her way and inadvertently shake the noose at her. “Trouble does not follow me everywhere.” I look to Stanton. “And the real reason you’re burnt to a crisp is that you didn’t have me there to mommy you and spray your face down with sunscreen. It’s about time you start seeing how valuable I’ve been in your life. And your face is just the beginning. The rest of your existence is about to burn to cinder without me in it, too.”

      “That’s nonsense,” he says, nonplussed.

      “That’s reality,” I counter.

      His face turns a unique shade of purple. “It’s nonsense because as soon as this ship docks back in Los Angeles we’re flying back to Maine together.”

      “The heck I am.” I laugh at the thought. “And if they peg you for Angel Howell’s murder, you won’t be flying back to Maine either.”

      “Oh, who cares.” Tinsley takes a bold step my way. “As soon as I saw every security officer on the promenade deck bolt for the elevator, I knew that Trixie Troublemaker would be at the bottom of this mess.”

      Stanton chuckles. “I was at the bar and noted the same thing.” He winks her way. “Great minds think alike.”

      Her shoulder inches up his way. “I like to think my intellect keeps me ahead of the curve.”

      “Kill me,” I mutter as I strangle that noose in my hand.

      “Trixie?” a frantic voice calls out from behind the mob of security detail clogging up the hall.

      Judging by the depth and angst of that all too sexy voice, it sounded either like Ransom or Wes.

      “Trixie?” a similar deep voice calls out just as both Ransom and Wes wrestle their way in this direction.

      Ransom’s tie looks slightly disheveled and his shirt is askew from the mad dash over. Wes’ hat is in his hand and his chest is pulsating as if he just ran a miracle mile.

      Ransom quickly wraps his arms around me. “What happened?”

      “This happened?” I foist the noose his way.

      His jaw redefines itself as he sees my name written across the rope in black felt marker.

      He pulls a plastic bag out of his suit jacket and quickly takes the noose from me.

      “This is evidence,” he says. “Did anyone else touch this?”

      “Just me,” I tell him.

      “I’ll need to get your prints,” he says as he glances back. “I already have your ex’s.”

      “Well, you won’t find any of mine on it,” Stanton ensures, albeit a bit belligerently.

      Tinsley snorts. “Well, we all know you’ll find hers, and I’m betting nobody else’s. This is a setup. Can’t you see? She’s nothing but a sick attention seeker, Ransom. And she’s probably a killer.”

      “I am not.” I scoff at the thought. “Ransom, I swear I didn’t plant this—”

      “No need to defend yourself.” He glowers over at the woman. “I’ll review the security footage. Tinsley, I’m sure you have better things to do. Don’t make me have my men escort you out of here.”

      Her mouth opens, but Wes holds up a hand as if to stop her.

      “I believe you, Trixie,” he says softly.

      “Of course, you do.” Tinsley tosses up her hands. “She’s after you, too, you know.”

      “And”—Wes shakes his head at me—“I don’t think it’s safe for you to stay in Ransom’s cabin any longer.”

      Ransom’s chest expands. “I’ll have my men posted at the door twenty-four seven.”

      “That’s not enough,” Wes says before turning to me. “I don’t like the fact the killer knows where you’re sleeping. You’ll be staying with me in my stateroom. I have a spare bedroom, and you’re more than welcome to have it.”

      “What?” both Tinsley and Stanton balk at once.

      Ransom looks as if he’s about to rip a head off. “Okay, fine,” he says, sounding anything but resolved to the fact. “I’ll have my men outside your door, Captain.” Ransom offers him a lethal look. “And if anything funny seems to be happening in there, I’m giving them strict orders to break the door down and come to Mrs. Troublefield’s rescue.”

      “Understood.” A small smile curls the captain’s cheek. “Trixie, gather your things. We’ll stop off at guest relations and have another key made for you.”

      Stanton huffs his way forward and gives Ransom a shove to his arm.

      I won’t lie, I’m anxious to see Stanton’s head fly off like a volleyball because of it.

      “Come on, Detective,” Stanton gargles out the words the way he’s prone to do when he’s markedly upset. “Are you going to stand around and let bait boy here steal Trixie away to his castle? You and I both know what he plans to do with her once he gets her alone. He’s going to assault her.” He points hard at Wes. “You better lawyer up, buddy. Nobody touches my wife but me.”

      “I’m not your wife,” I hiss over at him. “At least I won’t be soon enough. We are no longer a couple.” I stop shy of swatting him. “I am free to be with whomever I wish. If I want to sleep with Ransom, I will! If I want to sleep with the captain, then I’ll do that, too!”

      “Ha!” Tinsley shouts. “I knew it. I bet you were a jersey chaser in high school. And now you’ve set your sights on the big boys who run this ship. You won’t be satisfied until you’ve slept with every senior officer on this vessel.”

      Stanton inches back. “Come to think of it, you did date that football player your senior year. You told me all about it.”

      “Knew it.” Tinsley sniffs.

      “Come on, Tennis.” Stanton spins her his way. “I’m buying both of us a drink.”

      “I won’t lie”—Tinsley says as they start down the hallway—“I think I need it.”

      “I am definitely going to need a drink.” I shake my head in their wake.

      “Let’s get inside,” Ransom says just as one of his men runs up and fills him in on the fact the security cameras have been smeared with petroleum jelly. Ransom thanks him before looking my way. “I’ll stay with you while you gather your things.” He shoots Wes a look. “I’ll take her to guest relations and deliver her to your suite. I believe you have a ship to run.” He steps aside to have a quick word with his men, and Wes moves in close.

      “I hope my offer wasn’t too forward.” His brows depress a moment. “I can assure you, my intentions with you are purely chaste.” His lips curve downward as if maybe they weren’t.

      “Well, I certainly appreciate that. Thank you for the offer. I accept.”

      “Good. I’ll see you tonight.” He gives a sly wink and walks away with a spring in his step.

      I know that Wes has more than chaste intentions with me. I knew it after he gave me that private tour of Kauai during our last cruise. It’s just that I’m not sure I want to pursue anything with him, and now I’m afraid this entire cabin switcheroo is going to give him false hope.

      Let’s face it. I’m also afraid I might end up in bed with him.

      I can’t help it. I’m feeling emotionally fragile.

      Two murders in a month?

      My belligerent ex practically stalking me?

      Ransom putting me in the friend zone?

      I could use a hug, and Lord knows I’d even take a steamy hug of the horizontal variety right about now.

      The hallway thins out quickly as Ransom lets us into his cabin.

      The sunset bleeding in through the windows casts a peachy glow as he wraps his arms around me and rests his head on mine. His breathing is far more even-keeled than it was out in the hall and his body warms mine as I seemingly melt into his strong, sturdy frame.

      I don’t know why, but it feels as if my boyfriend and I have just agreed to see other people—and we’re suddenly regretting the decision.

      “Are you okay with this?” he whispers hot into my hair and my entire body quivers in his wake.

      Quivers.

      I don’t remember the last time I quivered for anyone.

      For all I know, this is something new that’s happening.

      “I’m fine with it.” I look up at him and sniff. “I don’t want to cause you any more trouble than I already have. Ransom, the killer must think I’m onto them, and the only person I’ve spoken to so far is Bambi Backam.”

      His chest presses against mine with his next breath.

      “That’s interesting because I ran every name I could think of that was connected to the case through the FBI database and only one came back suspicious.”

      “Bambi’s?”

      He nods. “Her name is Bernadette Backam. Apparently, someone ran a search on her last August, but there weren’t any notes left behind. It’s not uncommon. I didn’t leave any notes either. The search I ran today will sit in the system for a couple of years, and another agent could wonder the same thing.”

      “Do you know what agent ran it? Maybe you can talk to him or her.”

      “It’s encrypted, but I put in a call to a buddy of mine at my old field office to see if he could help me crack it.”

      “Great minds.” I shrug up at him.

      His heart thumps wildly against my body, and every last inch of me sizzles with heat.

      I suck in my bottom lip as I look up at him. His eyes glow the same teal color as the ocean did today, and my fingers are just itching to touch that dark stubble on his cheeks. But I don’t dare move. Ransom Courtland Baxter looks ready and willing to plant a wet one on me, and I would be the last person to stop him.

      His phone chirps in his pocket, and we both sigh with defeat before he fishes it out.

      “Wes says the key is ready for you.” He glares at his phone as if it were Wes himself.

      The moment loses momentum, and before you know it, I’m all packed up and Ransom helps schlep my suitcase to guest relations then to deck twelve to the captain’s private suite, which just so happens to be located near the bridge. Two of Ransom’s men are already standing outside the doorway like a couple of good little soldiers, ready to protect and serve.

      Ransom unlocks the door and props it open as we take a few steps inside.

      “I trust you can find your way around,” he says. “It was a pleasure having you in my cabin while it lasted. I’m afraid I still have work to do in Honolulu. I’ll miss dinner tonight.” His lips purse a moment. “And you,” he says that last bit under his breath. “Don’t hesitate to call me if you need anything at all.”

      “I won’t,” I say as I press my gaze into his eyes.

      He nods and takes off, and just like that, I’m alone in the captain’s suite.

      I take a quick look around while inadvertently holding my breath. It’s beautiful, with expansive windows and a private balcony that looks twice the size of the one I had for less than a minute. It’s one story but airy and spacious, with all the amenities, kitchenette, living room, two bedrooms—not one sign of Ransom Baxter.

      I fold my arms and sigh as I look out at the ever-darkening sky.

      Ransom is so busy with the case I doubt I’ll see him again until the killer is behind bars.

      This murder mystery needs to wrap up, and soon.

      And I’ll do everything in my power to make sure it does just that.
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      Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      Sun, surf, sand, sun—what’s not to love about cruising the tropics? Cruising the tropics with my ex, that’s what.

      Yes, he’s still here, but only because I haven’t bothered to throw him overboard as of yet. The ship just spent the last two days in Oahu. The first day was spent on Lanikai Beach with my besties. We ate, gossiped, gabbed, and napped, and we even caught a few inadvertent waves. The second day, we took a tour of the pineapple plantation and indulged in the most glorious pineapple whipped ice cream before retreating to Waikiki Beach where we indulged in shave ice, napped on the sand, enjoyed the intermittent warm rain, and then chased a rainbow all the way back to the ship.

      Maui is up next on the itinerary, and I just love that sun-drenched isle. Here’s hoping things take a turn for the romantic—and definitely not with my ex. That’s about the only thing I can guarantee about this cruise.

      Remember, life is a trip—enjoy it!

      Talk soon!

      XO Trixie

      A part of me wishes I could tell my readers all about the fact Stanton is still suspect number one in an active homicide investigation, that I spent a few luscious nights in Ransom Baxter’s cabin, and that I’m in the captain’s suite right this very minute.

      Wes has been nothing short of a gentleman. Perhaps too much of a gentleman. He wished me goodnight from afar last night, albeit it was close to one in the morning. We both happened to hit the midnight buffet and came back to the room together.

      I will say I do miss chatting endlessly with Ransom on his balcony with a drink in hand. Those moonlit nights won’t soon be forgotten. If ever.

      But for now, it’s evening. Bess, Nettie, and I enjoyed a stellar dinner of crab cakes, braised short ribs, and garlic mashed potatoes doused in gravy and butter. For dessert, we enjoyed a flaming baked Alaska. Is there anything better than dessert on fire? I think not. Which speaks volumes of what happened between Stanton and me behind closed doors. Those poor girls he’s luring to his cabin don’t realize they’re about to get duped.

      But now that Stanton is no longer telling me what I can and can’t eat, I’ve thrown caution to the caloric wind and pretty much eaten whenever the clock strikes hungry. For so long Stanton wanted me to maintain a waifish figure because he believed that a portly wife would be a bad look for his business. But I’m betting once word gets out that the local plastic surgeon is a lowlife cheat, that will be a bad look for his business.

      Bess went back to her room to freshen up before the show tonight. And Nettie ran to the lido deck to sneak in a few lava cakes before the curtains go up. She promised to bring one back to me, and I promised to save our seats.

      But the doors haven’t opened yet, so I meander past the thicket of bodies pressing to get inside. Instead, I head toward the main hall that leads to all sorts of lounges, clubs, and the Emerald Queen’s casino.

      Since we’re back in open waters, the one-armed bandits are busy stealing the coins of all those willing to deposit them, and the endless gambling tables are flooded with people more than happy to part with their money. I’ve never been big on throwing away Stanton’s money, and now that I’m earning my own, I for sure plan to steer clear of parting with my hard-earned cash.

      A brunette in a glittery red dress catches my eye, and it has nothing to do with that tube sock she’s squeezed her boobs into and everything to do with the boob whose lap she’s currently sitting in.

      A warm hand falls on my shoulder and I nearly jump out of my skin.

      “Whoa.” Wes holds his arms up as if it was a stickup. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. How was dinner?”

      He looks more than regal in his captain’s finery, navy suit, lots of brass, and stripes attached to his lapel. He’s a heart-stopper, that’s for sure.

      “It was wonderful,” I tell him. “But don’t think I’m going to miss out on what the lido deck has to offer. I’m not holding back on my cravings anymore.” And thanks to Elodie and my gauzy gift shop wardrobe, there’s not a calorie in the world I need to deny myself. During my last cruise, I grabbed Stanton’s luggage by mistake and needed a whole new wardrobe. That little adventure in elastic-based fashion is how Elodie and I cemented our friendship.

      “I admire nothing more than a person who’s willing to succumb to their every culinary desire. Are you up for heading to the lido deck now? I’d be happy to join you.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Actually, Nettie is snapping up a few lava cakes, and I’m supposed to be reserving our seats in the theater. But would you look at that.” I point over at the boob in the suit trying to cop a feel of a couple of boobs ensconced in a red dress. “That’s Kitty Kellogg.”

      He grunts, “I wonder if Stanton is going to off her next.”

      “Wes.” I swallow down a laugh. “He’s not a killer. At least he had better not be. He’s the father of my children.”

      “The mother of my children is a drug lord, Trixie. Anything is possible.”

      I grimace because I may have forgotten all about that. It’s true for the most part. She’s actually attached herself to a drug kingpin in Central America. And fun fact? Weston’s ex-wife is Ransom’s sister, which explains the constant tension between these two. That’s basically all I know. I’m not sure I want to know more.

      “Point taken,” I say as I link my arm to his. “Let’s go say hello.”

      I don’t dare tell Wes that Kitty Kellogg is my next suspect. As much as Ransom doesn’t want me noseying around in his investigation, Wes doesn’t want me anywhere near danger either. But what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.

      “Stanton,” I say as we step into the whirling, twirling glitz and glamour of the casino just as a bell goes off to our right and a collective whoop circles the vicinity. “What’s happening here?” I ask my smarmy ex. “Gunning for your next victim?” I smear a snide smile over at my next suspect. “You have great hair,” I tell her. “I’d be careful around this one if I were you.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Stanton growls. “She’s just jealous because she’s missing out on all of this.” He swats the red and white Hawaiian shirt he’s wearing.

      My guess is, he forgot his suitcase, too, and has been using the Queen’s Boutique as his closet. Nothing would surprise me. Stanton relies on me to remind him to pack his brain. It’s no wonder he had three different floozies in our bed that fateful day we were set to leave on our twenty-fifth-anniversary cruise. I wasn’t there to tell him not to do it.

      Some men require mothering from cradle to the grave. That also might explain his fascination with boobs.

      “Oh hon, I’m over that,” I tell him. “So what are you two crazy kids up to? Room for two more?”

      Kitty gives me a sideways glance. Can’t say I blame her, warring exes seldom make for a good double date.

      “Actually”—Kitty slides off his lap and her luxuriously long hair swoops to the side like a well-trained animal—“I was just about to hit the gift shop. I didn’t pack any water shoes, and since we’re off to explore the Road to Hana tomorrow, I want to make sure I’m well suited up for all the activities we’re going to squeeze in. We’re getting an early start.” She leans her chest into Stanton’s face and lets us know exactly what activities she’ll be suiting up for—or stripping down for is more like it.

      She trots off and I stomp my foot in frustration.

      “Maybe I should go to the gift shop, too,” I say as my mark disappears into the crowd.

      “Don’t you dare stalk her,” Stanton growls as he stands. “In fact, don’t stalk me either. Who knew I could have a good time despite the fact you’re here, Trix?” He nods to Wes. “Evening, Captain. I see you’re taking the old girl out of the barn. Bad news for you. If you’re looking for someone who likes to be ridden hard and put away wet, you’ll have better luck with one of those old ladies she hangs out with. Let’s just say there’s no teaching this old mare new tricks. Besides, why would you want an old mare like her when you can have the pick of the Lolita litter?” He winks my way before taking off.

      A breath hitches in me. “Oh my word, I’m going to kill him.”

      “Easy”—Wes winces—“you may want to keep all homicidal threats to yourself. Vessel security gave strict orders that we report threats of any variety. I’d hate to have to report you.” He gives a sly wink, far less infuriating than the one Stanton just gave.

      “Well then, I will keep my murderous thoughts to myself. I’m just so steaming mad. I’ve always wanted to see the Road to Hana.”

      “You didn’t take the drive during the last cruise?”

      I shake my head. “Ransom took me around the island, and we did a few other things. And Stanton knows how badly I’ve wanted to see that sacred road for myself. I bet that’s the only reason he’s going.” Okay, so I’m laying it on a bit thick. I’ve never even mentioned the Road to Hana to Stanton, but I’ll need a good cover once Wes finds out that I, too, was on that sacred road tomorrow—hunting down my suspect.

      He rocks back on his heels. “Tell you what, I actually have tomorrow off. And nothing would give me greater pleasure than to drive you there myself.”

      My mouth falls open. “Really?” This is better than I thought.

      “Yes, really. And we’ll have to get an early start, too.”

      “In that case, I’ll turn in right after the show.”

      “And I’ll get to the cabin as soon as I’m able.”

      Someone clears their throat to my right and we turn to see Ransom Baxter looking lean and mean and ready for business in that fancy Italian suit of his.

      “What’s the rush to get back to the cabin?” He shoots Wes a look that says I dare you. And that gun sitting on his hip assures me he could finish the threat with a heart-stopper.

      “I’m taking Trixie down the Road to Hana tomorrow,” Wes says proudly, and his chest doubles in size to boot.

      “I see.” Ransom looks from Wes to me then back again. “Funny, I was thinking of heading down that way myself tomorrow. Perhaps we’ll have the good fortune of running into one another.”

      “Perhaps.” Wes looks incensed by the thought—and perhaps like he wishes he had a gun himself.

      Ransom nods to the two of us. “Sleep tight.” He takes off and Wes and I split ways as well.

      Here’s hoping we don’t see Ransom on the Road to Hana tomorrow.

      Because I’d hate to have him getting in the way of my investigation.

      After all, turnabout is fair play.
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      Maui has yet to be kissed by the sun as an entire boatload of us tender from the Emerald Queen of the Seas to the island.

      Maui happens to be one of two stops on the cruise where the ship isn’t able to cozy up to a harbor and the passengers are taken by smaller boats to the port, thus tendering.

      Wes and I huddle together as the open air boat cruises toward the verdant jewel before us. Down on the far end of the boat, I spot Stanton and Kitty. He has his sunglasses on and his head is bobbing up and down over his chest, a sure sign he’s fast asleep, and she’s been keeping busy applying lip-gloss for the last ten minutes. I don’t recognize any of the other passengers, and I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was looking for Ransom. But there’s no sign of him.

      Both Wes and I invited Bess and Nettie to come along. Bess said she’d rather read a book on the promenade, that she’s already been to Hana once and that once was far more than enough. And Nettie gave me a barf bag. Not that I brought it. But dear Lord, I pray I won’t need it.

      Once we get to shore, Wes has a sleek car waiting that we can put the top down later on in the day. And we leave Stanton and his lady friend in the proverbial dust. Normally, I’d wholeheartedly approve of this, but given the investigative circumstances, I need to find a workaround, and quick.

      “Don’t you think we should stop and watch the sunrise?” I ask as Wes drives with the determination of a NASCAR driver down the highway.

      He squints out at the windshield while inspecting the sky. “It’s pretty light out right now. I think by the time we pull over we’ll miss it.”

      “You’re probably right.” Shoot.

      “Besides, the trip to Hana and back is about six hours from the entry, depending on how long we stop at the weigh points. It should only take about three hours or so to get back depending on traffic. The roads are narrow, and in some cases almost nonexistent. But there’s so much to see, you’re going to love it.”

      “Oh, I’m sure I am. I’m big on sightseeing, especially whatever I can see from the car. We won’t have to stop all that often.”

      Unless, of course, Stanton and his trollop make a stop a minute, and if so, we’ll be forced to do the same.

      Although, I only need to question her once. It’s probably best I try to shake everything out of her once I pin her down. That way Wes and I can get on our merry way, and I don’t have to witness my soon-to-be ex-husband shagging a slut in the middle of paradise. It might cause me to do something foolish like retaliate with the captain of the ship.

      I cut a cool glance over to Wes. He’s handsome as all heck, with his wavy hair slicked back and his tan skin. And he still manages to look regal in just a T-shirt and shorts. He has the softest brown eyes I have ever seen, and if he laughs you can see the treads of dimples forming on either side of his mouth. No, taking Wes underneath a palm tree and having my way with him would be no hardship at all.

      Ransom and that perpetual scowl of his haunts my mind. I can practically see the disapproval on his face, and I do my best to shoo it on out. But it’s no use. He’s practically tattooed in the back of my brain.

      After zipping through a highway that hugs the shoreline, we drive deeper into what looks like desert terrain meets the tropics.

      “Okay”—Wes says—“the entry point is coming right up. There aren’t a lot of cars, so we won’t have to wait in a long line. We should have easy travels. Once you get in, you have to drive a bit before you can get to a turnoff. The road tends to get so narrow that if you roll down your window you can touch the rocks on the passenger side. And then there is the sheer winding cliffs.”

      “Sheer winding cliffs?” I echo as visions of that barf bag Nettie gifted me boot Ransom right out of my mind.

      Wes chuckles. “The entire road is actually a twisted and winding adventure, but don’t worry. I’ll drive extra slow, and that should ensure you won’t get carsick. I’ve seen people speed through here as if it were a racetrack, and it never ends well for them or their passengers. Believe me, I want you to have a good time.”

      A dull moan works its way up my throat. I don’t do well with winding roads in general, but besides that fact, if Wes gets us onto this narrow road with very few places to pull over, it will defeat the entire purpose of the trip.

      A food stand to the right of the entry catches my eye with a banner over it that reads best coconut ice cream on the island!

      “Ooh, Wes, pull over,” I tell him, practically taking the wheel and making him do it. “I just love me some coconut ice cream.”

      “At six-thirty in the morning?” The question comes from him with genuine surprise.

      “You’d be shocked how many times I’ve craved ice cream at inappropriate hours. Pull over, please,” I practically mouth those last few words and he kindly does so.

      What a relief. Another few seconds and I would have had to have commandeered the wheel.

      Wes and I get out and the earthy scent of Mother Nature combined with the blooming heat rising with the sun makes me feel alive. As much as I love Maine, and I do, a constant balmy seventy-seven degrees, along with the breezes of the pineapple express trade winds, beats negative five degrees, which is exactly what it is now back in Brambleberry Bay.

      I don’t miss that. I can’t.

      We each indulge in a heaping scoop of fresh coconut ice cream. And while I nosh to my heart’s content, Wes and the man behind the counter have a lively conversation regarding the trip to Hana. And Wes even picks up a few tips. But I’m not paying all that much attention to it. My eyes are glued to each passing car, making sure it’s not Stanton and the woman unfortunate to be leashed to his side.

      So far there’s no sign of them—nada, zippo, I’m batting zero.

      It makes me wonder if maybe they decided to watch the sunrise and then get a rise out of one another?

      Then like an orange beetle out of hell, I see them coming.

      “I’m all done,” I say, tossing my ice cream cone into the nearest receptacle. “Let’s go.” I quickly grab Wes and steer him away from the man at the counter. “He’s got other customers, you know, and we need to make good time.”

      “He does?” Wes shakes his head as nary a car is stopping off for a frozen treat.

      We jump into the car and Wes takes his time starting up the engine and clipping on his seat belt.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” I hiss without trying to be rude. “Can we please get on the road? I’m just so excited I can hardly stand it.”

      “Your wish is my command.” He quickly moves us into the proper lane, and I note there are two cars between us and Stanton. The second car in front of us is clearly dawdling, and there’s a huge space between us and that orange menace Stanton has rented.

      “Let’s cut in front,” I say, pointing out the empty lane to the right that could take us to where we need to be, and once again Wes does as he’s told.

      Honest to God, Wes is fabulous husband material.

      The road opens up before us with fairy-like foliage and trees on either side of us, and it’s as if we’ve been transported to a tropical wonderland.

      “Oh, Wes,” I say as I get a good look at the amazing view.

      “With over six hundred turns, over fifty bridges, you are going to see a lot more of nature’s beauty, and we are going to take it slow.”

      “Well, don’t take it too slow,” I say as Stanton and his lead foot begin to disappear.

      “I won’t. And the first time we pull over, we’ll put down the top.”

      “Sounds perfect.” And it really does.

      We drive for about twenty minutes, and I can happily see Stanton in front of us. Then without warning, or use of a blinker, he abruptly pulls over to the left.

      “Pull over here,” I say and it takes all of my willpower not to yank the wheel to the left myself. But Wes, being the sweet gentleman he is, smoothly pulls the car to the side.

      “It’s like you know this place.” He chuckles to himself. “This is one of my favorite stops. It’s a short hike to a stunning view of a few waterfalls. But if you continue that hike for about ten minutes, you can get down to the falls themselves.”

      “Ooh,” I muse. “It’s as if I had a sixth sense.”

      We get out and start in on the hike and I spot Stanton and his loud red, yellow, purple, and green shirt not too far up ahead. The trail looks like a straightaway, but Stanton and Kitty veer off to the right, off the beaten path.

      Okay, I’ll just make sure Wes and I veer off to the right at the same point.

      “The path is a little slick here,” he says. “It rained just before we got to the island, so it could get muddy. I won’t be offended if you feel the need to hold my hand.”

      A laugh bubbles from me, and I take up his hand without blinking.

      “I much prefer holding your hand to twisting an ankle.” Not only that, but he’ll be much easier to commandeer when needed.

      We hit the exact locale where Stanton and his hussy took a right and I start to lead Wes in that direction as well.

      “Whoa,” he says, tugging me back. “The falls are this way.”

      “I know, but don’t you think this foliage is beautiful? And it looks as if there’s a tiny trail that leads to—”

      The sound of huffing and puffing and grunting, and perhaps a young woman about to be sick ignites in the air, and Wes cocks his head to the side as if he were unsure if we were about to run into trouble.

      We make another hard right, and sure enough—trouble.

      “Geez!” both Wes and I say at once as we’re treated to not one naked rump but two. And those motions they’re indulging in? What the heck position is that?

      “Gah!” I spin in a circle and do a face-plant in Wes’ chest before I drag him straight out of Dodge and back to the main trail.

      “Trixie,” Wes hisses, looking mildly annoyed. “That was Stanton and Kitty Kellogg.”

      “You don’t say.” I do my best to feign surprise.

      But judging by the fact Wes is giving me a stern look, I don’t think he’s buying it.

      “Okay, fine,” I hiss back. “Wes, I need to talk to that woman. Bambi said Kitty and Angel were very close friends. If anyone knows what was going on in Angel’s life, it’s Kitty.”

      “You are working on this case,” he says as if he were suddenly on the winning end of a bet, and he might be.

      “No,” I protest before wincing. “Okay, so maybe just a little. Do you forgive me?”

      He inches back. “There’s nothing to forgive. I invited you out to Hana today.” His lips twitch from side to side. “It just so happens that I fell right into your plan.”

      “If it makes things better, you’re the icing on the cake.”

      A smile curls on his lips. “Icing is never a bad deal.”

      Footsteps quicken in this direction, and soon Stanton and Kitty emerge, looking more than slightly disheveled. And if I’m not mistaken, Kitty has mud on her knees.

      Eww. She is definitely not as smart as I pegged her.

      “Come here,” Wes whispers as he pulls us behind a tall bamboo thicket and we watch as Stanton and Kitty head back toward the road where we parked our cars. “It looks as if they’re taking off. We can hit the falls another time,” he says. “We’d better make tracks if we want to stay on their trail.”

      I give his hand a squeeze. “I knew I liked you.”

      He waggles his brows, and we take off, hot on their heels.
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      Oh, the twists and the turns.

      The stomach-churning sheer cliffsides—have I mentioned the twists and the turns?

      Maui expands around us in all of its tropical glory as the captain of the Emerald Queen of the Seas and I journey down the Road to Hana. We’re in hot pursuit of my smarmy ex and his shiny new hussy because that shiny new hussy just so happens to be my next suspect. I have a feeling Kitty Kellogg might be the key to discovering who killed Angel Howell. There’s a killer on board the Emerald Queen, and I’m determined to find out who they are.

      I’d ask Wes to slow down, but Stanton is driving like an idiot; therefore, Wes is forced to do the same.

      My head is spinning.

      My stomach has turned into a hot vat of volcanic acid, and I am this close to erupting all over the dashboard of Wes’ rental car.

      We follow Stanton and Kitty for twenty minutes until they pull off into an expansive parking lot to the left.

      “Black sand beach,” Wes says. “I’m going to avoid the lot and park down this narrow trail. I’ve done it before. It’s a good way to avoid getting stuck in the tourist crunch.”

      As soon the car rolls to a stop, I hop out, moaning and staggering while doing my best to hide my heightened level of discomfort from him.

      A woman with a red bandana and not much else on waves to us.

      “You’re sick, aren’t you?” she asks me, and I’m too woozy to answer her. She shakes her head at Wes. “You must have driven too fast. Now that you know your lady can’t take it, you’ll have to crawl your way out of here or she might never forgive you.”

      She’s not wrong.

      The woman squints over at the car. “And you shouldn’t park there,” she warns with a smirk. “Bandits still come around these parts. The best place to park is in the tourist trap.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Wes tells her. “Thanks for your concern.”

      He takes me by the hand. “Trixie, can I get you some water? Do you need to lie down?”

      “No, I’m fine.” I moan once again.

      “I bet he’d like to lay you down,” a sultry female voice whispers from my left and I look over to find a sea of miniature gold stars as Scarlett Skye materializes before me, and just like that, I let go of Wes’ hand as if it were a hot potato—even though it’s technically me who’s the hot potato, or supernatural megaphone as it were.

      “I’m sorry.” I’m quick to apologize to Wes. “I just—your hand is hot and it’s making the nausea worse.”

      Wonderful. Tell the hot captain, who just so happens to be wonderful husband material, that he’s making you sick to your stomach. Wonderful, indeed. I blame all of this on Stanton and his need to impress yet another long-haired hooker.

      I shoot a look at the sultry vixen who just made her ghostly presence known, glittering gold gown and all.

      “Don’t you look at me like that,” she says in that breathy way only she can. “We both know he’s trying to seduce you. The man would do anything to make you his. Why, I bet he’d even help you track down a killer.”

      I bite down hard on my lip because he happens to be doing just that.

      “Come on.” She floats off ahead of me. “We have a suspect to question—and ooh, is that ebony sand I see? That happens to be my favorite.”

      Wes and I make our way through the connecting parking lot and down a narrow trail that leads to a glorious black sand beach.

      “Wow.” I meant to convey how awe-inspired I am at the moment, but it comes out more of a sickly moan. It’s safe to say I’m wishing I had brought along that special bag Nettie gifted me.

      “There they are,” Wes says, pointing covertly to the right-hand side of the beach. I’ll go and talk to Stanton and distract him for a few minutes. You do your thing, just know I’m not going to be more than five feet away from you, and I am not taking my eyes off of you for a minute.”

      “Perfect,” I say, bouncing on the balls of my feet, a motion I’m quickly regretting as the nausea comes at me once again, full force. One thing is for sure, I’m thrilled Stanton decided to pull over. Another few minutes, and let’s just say this would have been one trip to Hana that Captain Crawford wouldn’t have easily forgotten—and neither would the rental car company.

      I pluck off my flip-flops as we make our way down the sand, and my feet blissfully sink into the ebony wonder.

      “It feels as glorious as it looks,” I say as Wes threads us through the tourists who have gathered onto the beach. The water looks so blue it reminds me of—well, okay, it reminds me of Ransom Baxter’s eyes—but regardless, the water looks luscious as it glides up over the sand.

      “Stanton,” Wes calls out in a stern voice that sounds rather official and irritated all at once.

      Stanton turns our way, shirt off, suntan lotion on the palms of both of his hands as Kitty stands before him, clad in a red two-piece itty-bitty—well, it hardly qualifies as a bikini—and she looks more than a little nauseated herself as he threatens to manhandle her.

      “I’m glad we ran into you,” Wes says. “I need to have a private word with you, if you don’t mind. We can make it quick.”

      “Can it wait?” Stanton holds up his hands while hitching his head toward Kitty.

      “I’m afraid it can’t,” Wes is insistent, I’ll give him that.

      “That’s fine.” Kitty quickly takes Stanton’s hands and slaps them over his chest. “I’ll just grab the bottle and”—she makes a face at me—“I’ll have Trixie apply it to my back.”

      I grunt at the thought. This day just gets better and better.

      Scarlett shrugs my way. “If you want to be mean about it, you can leave a few handprints. With this sun? It’ll leave a lasting impression.”

      I don’t want to be mean about it. I don’t want to be mean about anything. Okay, so I want to be a little mean to the killer, but not nearly as I want to be to Stanton.

      Wes walks Stanton off no more than five feet as they begin to whisper between themselves. And I take the suntan lotion from Kitty while she pulls her hair into a messy bun.

      “So fancy meeting you here,” I tell her. “You didn’t happen to get a weak stomach on the way over, did you?”

      “Me?” She laughs as she turns around. “I’ve got a stomach made of steel.”

      That explains her connection to Stanton.

      “Good to know,” I say as I fill my hands with the coconut-scented lotion and get to work, slathering her up efficiently as if she were one of my children. “So what’s the chatter at the agency? Are the girls able to have a good time? I mean, you lost one of your own. That must be very hard.”

      Her back bucks with a silent laugh. “We lost more than just one of our own. Angel was just as valuable to the agency as Cyrus. He might own everything outright, but she was more than his second in command. I don’t think anyone would argue with me when I say she was his equal.”

      “Oh?” I glance at Scarlett and she looks just as amused by this. And as Scarlett opens her mouth to say something, I carefully lift my hands right off of Kitty’s body. The last thing I need is a poltergeist mucking up the investigative waters.

      “Ask her how a model could be an equal to an owner,” Scarlett says. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “An equal, huh?” I say. “How is that possible? Were they having an affair? I mean, in that sense I can see how the other girls would think Cyrus and Angel were on equal footing.”

      A laugh bubbles from her and reverberates through my hands.

      “If everyone Cyrus took to bed was considered his equal, half the agency would be considered just that. Don’t think less of the girls, though. They’re into having some fun. And Cyrus? Let’s just say, he likes to test market his victims. He’s a playboy. You know that type, hopelessly attractive, isn’t shy about sleeping with everything that moves? That’s Cyrus in a nutshell.”

      That’s sort of Ransom Baxter in a nutshell, too. I sigh at the thought.

      “Ask her why she killed the poor girl,” Scarlett says. “I may not have a body, but my soul can sure feel the heat,” she says, fanning herself with her fingers.

      I think about it a moment. “So what’s the consensus among the girls? I mean, let’s face it. You can’t get that many women together and not have a little gossip. Not that it’s a bad thing. Theories must be circulating regarding what happened to poor Angel. Her hair was chopped off so violently. And well, she was stabbed in the chest. That’s about as violent as you can get.”

      “Oh, I agree. And you’re right. Rumors are swirling, but don’t worry. Nobody suspects your ex-husband. That’s really why I befriended him. Poor guy looked downright miserable.”

      Scarlett nods my way. “So it’s a pity mission. Makes sense.”

      I have to agree with her.

      “What do you and the girls think happened?”

      Kitty glances back at me, her eyes lingering to mine a moment.

      “I’ve heard everything from the girls.” She taps her shoulders and I quickly apply more lotion where she’s going to need it most. “But none of them have gotten it right. Or at least not in line with the theory I’m pretty sure is true.”

      “And what is that?” both Scarlett and I say at once.

      Kitty straightens as she glances back again.

      “I’d swear I just heard you say that twice—and at the very same time.” She shakes the thought off as if it were lunacy, and I promptly remove my hands once again. “Anyway, one of the girls who works for the agency, I think you met her, Bambi Backam? She’s been with us for a bit now, but for whatever reason, she announced to Angel and Cyrus that she was ready to bail. I only know so because Bambi let me know as well. Anyway, something must have gone sideways after she spoke to them because suddenly Bambi wasn’t going anywhere, and she didn’t seem all that thrilled with it either.”

      “What happened?”

      “I have no idea. But Bambi was fit to kill—pardon the expression. She said she’d come on the cruise, but that by the time the ship docked back in LA she’d be a free woman.” She shrugs as she turns around. “Thanks,” she says, taking the suntan lotion from me. “You know, come to think of it, I heard the words wire fraud being thrown around.”

      “Wire fraud?” I inch back at the thought. “Who threw those words around?”

      She glances at the sky. “I think it was actually Angel who said it.” She shakes her head. “She said that the day after Bambi spoke to them about leaving. We had just finished up with a team meeting, and no sooner did I get to my car than I discovered I accidentally left my purse in the office. So when I went back to get it, I saw Angel and Bambi having it out. And since Bambi had her head in her hands, it must have been Angel who said it. Anyway, Cyrus would know for sure. He was in the room, too.”

      Stanton comes back and scowls at me. “Go on and get. Your men are over there waiting for you.” He shoos me away with his hand while scuttling Kitty away a few feet.

      “My men?” I glance to my left, and it’s not just Wes standing there staring at me with his arms folded across his chest. Ransom is present and accounted for, too. Ransom looks, well, handsome with a ballcap on, sunglasses, a crisp white T-shirt, and shorts.

      “My, my,” Scarlett coos. “He is a vision. You do realize he, too, is making a play for your affection.”

      “Hey,” I whisper her way. “I thought you were going to give me lessons on how to land a man like that.”

      “I haven’t forgotten, and lucky for you, class is in session. Are you ready for your one and only lesson on how to land any man you want?”

      “Yes. And if you say be yourself, I may not speak to you for the duration of our time together. I was being myself when I landed Stanton.”

      “Point taken.” She nods. “The one and only thing you need to do to land a man like that is, tell yourself you’ve already got him.”

      “What?” I inch back as I look at her, and then it hits me that both Wes and Ransom are studying my every move.

      Just perfect. I’m pretty sure talking to yourself isn’t high on the list when it comes to impressing men of their caliber. It’s right up there with hair below the brows and diapers for incontinence—both of which I’ve been guilty of.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Scarlett coos. “But trust me, it works. It’s called the law of attraction. Speak those things that are not as if they are.”

      Good Lord, I think she’s tossing Bible verses at me now. And yet I’m not entirely sure this is something that would be considered heresy. I’ve called on worse favors from the Big Guy Upstairs. Like the time I actually got down on my knees and prayed that Stanton Troublefield would propose to me someday. Where were those famed unanswered prayers when I needed them most?

      Abbey and Parker flit through my mind.

      Okay, fine. The Almighty knows what he’s doing. My kids are darn near perfect—or at least they are to me.

      Hey? Maybe He let Stanton’s infidelity run its course because He had something better for me around the corner? Two something betters. Now those are two things I can get behind.

      “Now go on,” Scarlett says. “Attract the man or men you want. Right now, I want to be on an iceberg in Antarctica,” she says, and with that, she disappears in a vat of tiny gold stars.

      Speak those things that are not as if they are.

      I nod to myself as I look at Wes and Ransom.

      Now, which one is it that I want exactly?

      My feet traipse me back in their direction.

      “Trixie,” Ransom says my name like a punishment, and one that I seem to like for reasons unknown to me.

      “Ransom. What a surprise.” I force a smile. “Kitty was in desperate need of suntan lotion and, well, the rest is history.” I hold my hands up before rubbing them together to dissipate the excess grease. “What brings you here, Detective?”

      “I’ll tell you what,” Wes says. “Just like we were following Stanton and Kitty, he was following you.” He takes a moment to shoot Ransom a lethal look.

      Ransom opens and closes his mouth because obviously he’s been bested.

      “Trixie,” Ransom nods my way. “I was afraid something like this might happen, and unfortunately I was too slow to prevent it.” He glowers over at Wes. “But apparently, you had the aid of our trusted captain by your side. Really, Wes? Did you think nothing about putting Trixie in danger? You have no idea the wrath you just invoked in me.”

      My insides squeeze tight—not in a things just took a turn for the perilous manner but in a holy smokes, Ransom Baxter is hotter than an active volcano manner. And dear Lord, he is delicious from head to foot.

      “I don’t have to explain anything to you,” Wes tells him. “Come on, Trixie.” He takes my hand and I don’t protest. “Let’s get on with our tour.”

      The three of us make our way to the parking lot and Ransom remains with us as we head for the dirt road where we left the car.

      “Don’t tell me you parked off the beaten path,” Ransom growls at Wes. “Everyone knows you don’t do that.”

      Apparently, that woman we met earlier with the bandana knew it, too.

      “I do it all the time,” Wes tells him just as the three of us stop short and find a puddle of glass on the right side of Wes’ rental car. “No, no, no.” Wes moans as he makes his way to the front of the car. “They busted the front windshield.”

      Ransom looks my way. “It seems the captain has to call the rental car company and wait for a tow. How about I drive you down the rest of the way?”

      Wes takes a moment to glare at Ransom.

      “Go on, Trixie,” he says, sounding resigned to his fate. “I want you to have a good time.”

      “Wes, I’m so sorry.” I wince as I say it. “If you want, I can wait with you. It’s my fault you’re here.”

      “No, it’s not your fault. It’s mine.” Wes gives the back of his neck a scratch. “Be sure to drive slow,” he tells Ransom. “She was getting a little…” He motions to his stomach to finish the thought.

      “Nice.” Ransom shakes his head. “I don’t speed around these parts.” He holds out his hand. “You ready?”

      “I’m ready,” I say, clasping my hand to his, and I can’t help but note Wes doesn’t seem too thrilled with that either.

      Suddenly, it feels as if everything is my fault.

      “Wes wouldn’t have been tempted to park there if it wasn’t for my need to speak to Kitty.” My shoulders inch up. “In fact, we probably wouldn’t even be standing here if it wasn’t for that reason. Wes, I’ll find a way to make it up to you because I am truly sorry and it is my fault.”

      Ransom’s expression turns to stone, and I can tell he’s not too thrilled right about now either.

      I can’t seem to win with these two.

      Here’s hoping I’m not the reason they end up throwing one another overboard one of these days.

      Ransom leads me to the parking lot where we hop into a shiny red Jeep with its top down and its enormous rugged tires that let me know they’re here for the adventure.

      Ransom drives us to a hidden red sand beach that doesn’t have a fourth of the tourists that the black sand beach had and we have a leisurely time sitting on the shoreline, talking about anything and everything. Conversations with Ransom never feel forced, and today they seem as if they could be ceaseless, too. We say goodbye to the red shores and the red sheer cliffside wall that towers over it as we make our way back to the truck, and Ransom drives us down to a waterfall where we practically worship at its magnificence. Then, as if he was saving the best for last, he takes us to a magical place called the Seven Sacred Falls.

      Pools of water, some bigger than others, drain into one another on a descent as palm trees and tropical flora and fauna surround the majestic sight.

      “Breathless,” I say. “This is paradise personified.”

      “Just wait until we take a dip in them.”

      “Can we do that?”

      “We can if the conditions are right.” His lips twitch with the idea of a smile. “And lucky for us, the conditions are right.”

      Ransom takes me by the hand and we take a dip in each pool at the base of the falls one at a time, spending more time in each one as we go along. His hand remains clasped over mine as we talk about nature, the beauty, and all that the breadth, and the depth this feast for the eyes has to offer.

      His legs brush up against me, his strong arm stays solid next to mine, and we hold hands like teenagers as the sun begins to ready itself to set.

      But like a perfect gentleman, Ransom Baxter doesn’t make a play for my lips and it does beg the question why.

      Before long we head back to pick up Wes in that same place we left him. The rental car company had already towed away what was theirs, and we find him asleep on the beach with a ballcap over his face.

      The three of us make our way back to the port, then tender our way to the ship.

      It was a dreamy day in Maui.

      By the time I get back to Wes’ cabin and shower, something occurs to me.

      Ransom and I talked about everything under the sun except for the case. That’s not like Ransom at all.

      What in the world is he up to?

      Or more to the point—what in the world is he hiding from me?
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      Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      Hello, ladies! (And a handful of gents!) The last two days on Maui were simply magical. The first day was spent with the dreamy captain as we drove the Road to Hana. Unfortunately, our rental car met up with a mishap, but luckily one hot detective happened to be driving by and took me down the rest of the way while the captain took care of the debacle with the rental car company.

      The detective and I indulged in everything that road had to offer. Swimming the seven sacred pools was pure bliss. And the company I kept made sure it was exactly that. I will never forget that day as long as I live. As soon as I got to bed that night, I pulled out my alcohol markers. (Sadly that’s not a drink. It’s the handiest weapon in my artsy toolbox. Alcohol markers actually allow for smoothing and blending colors. It makes my pictures look less like a third grade permanent marker display and more like a polished work of, dare I say, art). I pulled out my sketchbook as well and drew as many pictures as I could of the glory I witnessed that day.

      The next day was a blast in and of itself. My good friends, Elodie, Bess, and Nettie, and I went shopping down on Front Street. We ate gourmet burgers at a restaurant right on the water, then boot scooted our way to a nearby beach and slept off the calories—or at least that’s what we’re willing to believe.

      But today we’ve landed at port in Hilo, and Bess and Nettie said they have something special up their sleeves just for me.

      Should I be afraid?

      I am very afraid, indeed.

      Sea you soon!

      XO Trixie

      I hit publish and take off for breakfast. Ransom was hardly at dinner for ten minutes the last two nights when his security services were needed, so I haven’t had a chance to discuss the case with him. And as more time passes, I’m convinced he knows far more than I’m willing to give him credit for.

      Wes ordered a private breakfast for us in his suite this morning and we chitchatted about our upcoming schedules for the day over eggs benedict, enough bacon to fashion a pig, and a stack of blueberry pancakes six high if not twelve—and you can believe I ate every last bite. I may have played the dainty eater in a past life—the same unfortunate life I played the part of Stanton’s dutiful wife—but I’m stepping into my own skin now even if it means that skin is undergoing an expansive period.

      After breakfast, Wes walks me to the gangway, where Bess and Nettie whisk me off to the rental car that Bess has waiting.

      “Where are we off to?” I ask as Bess drives us through a thicket of jungle-looking foliage. “You know what? Never mind. If you insist on keeping it a surprise, then I’m all for it. I mean, the last time we were here, you took me to see the volcano, we visited a coffee plantation, and we even hung out at the City of Refuge. So whatever it is, I’m sure I’m going to have a blast.”

      Bess glances at me from the rearview mirror, and from what I can tell of her expression, she’s frowning.

      “Have a blast? Well, you’re going to have something,” she says under her breath. “Today’s excursion was booked by yours truly.” She hitches a thumb at Nettie who sits snug in a pink and green muumuu with her hair teased to heaven as it wobbles over her head like the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

      “You scheduled an excursion?” I ask Nettie with an air of suspicion. “But on the last cruise, you ladies firmly stated that you don’t believe in paying for those pricey tourist traps.”

      “Eh.” Nettie shrugs. “This is one tour I thought we could use a little guidance in. Besides, the more the merrier.”

      “Don’t worry, kid,” Bess says. “Anytime you want to pull the ripcord, just say—”

      “Boo!” Nettie shouts. “But seriously, don’t say boo at all because I parted with sixty bucks a pop for each of us. What are ninety minutes of our lives? Besides, I have a feeling you’ll not only love it, you’ll be the hit of the party.”

      “Sounds good,” I say.

      Sounds terrifying, but I’ll let things play out.

      How much could go wrong in ninety minutes?

      “So who’s the next suspect on your list?” Bess calls out to me as we turn into a parking lot where a monstrous tour bus waits to our right.

      “Cyrus Ledger,” I tell them. “The man responsible for the modeling chaos on board the ship. I spoke with Kitty Kellogg in Maui, and she said Bambi Backam wanted to leave the agency then did an abrupt turnaround. She overheard Angel saying something to her about wire fraud. And if that wasn’t enough, Kitty said that Angel and Cyrus were practically co-owners of that modeling agency. I thought that was strange since Cyrus didn’t introduce her as such, but then again, it was none of our business I suppose. Anyway, Kitty said that Cyrus might know about the wire fraud thing.”

      “Wire fraud.” Bess shakes her head as she kills the engine. “What did Ransom have to say about that?”

      “Yeah,” Nettie says. “Wire fraud was within his jurisdiction back in his G-man days.”

      My lips cinch to the side. “He didn’t say anything because I didn’t tell him. He never brought up the case while we were touring the Road to Hana, and don’t think for a minute that I didn’t find that odd. And well, the last few days he’s been difficult to nail down.”

      Nettie cackles at the thought. “Oh hon, that man would move heaven and earth to get nailed down by you—although technically, he’d be the one doing the nailing.”

      “I don’t know.” I sigh at the thought. “He had plenty of opportunities while we were headed to Hana to put the moves on me and nary a move transpired. Unless you count the fact he held my hand, but in hindsight that was more or less a safety concern on his part. The roads were slippery. I held Weston’s hand, too.”

      The two of them belt out an ooh in unison, only strangely enough it sounds as if there were three voices mingling in there.

      A spray of miniature gold stars appears and ushers the sneaky specter Scarlett Skye into our presence.

      “I’m so glad we’re here,” Scarlett coos as she checks her look in the rearview mirror.

      “Well, ladies, it looks as if we’ve got a visitor,” I tell Bess and Nettie. “Scarlett Skye is coming along for whatever it is you’re cooking up. Hey? I bet this means we might see a suspect!”

      Nettie breaks out into spontaneous applause. “We’ve got a live one!”

      “You mean a dead one,” Bess grouses.

      “Like I said.” Nettie unhooks her seatbelt. “The more the merrier—especially when it comes to a ghost tour.”

      “A ghost tour?” I cry out as I look to the crowd of people all clamoring to hop onto that luxury bus to our right. “Something tells me this is going to be a very long afternoon.”

      Bess, Nettie, Scarlett, and I pile into the waiting coach, where luckily it accommodates seating for three in each row. The tour guide is a lanky man with wide-set eyes and a joke for every season, and no good reason.

      We listen as he regales us with tales from the crypt while we drive out to the deep end of a tropical thicket with banyan trees that spread their branches wide and cover the sky for long stretches of the highway at a time until the sun more or less becomes a theory.

      The bus pulls over in this strange shadowed passage, and every last living and deceased soul on the bus files out into the heat of the tropics. The air is a whole lot hotter on the Big Island, in general, and a lot less humid than it was on Oahu and Maui. A fresh rain just fell about twenty minutes ago, and the earthy scent of the red clay dirt rises all around us like the sweetest perfume.

      Our tour guide raises a megaphone. “Welcome to the most haunted stretch of highway in all of the Hawaiian islands. There has been more paranormal activity reported on this backroad than in the most sacred graveyards on the islands.”

      Scarlett sucks in a quick breath. “Well, hello, gentlemen,” she says to someone from behind and I turn around, fully expecting to see Wes and Ransom standing there—hey, it’s happened before—but I don’t.

      “Gah!” I let out a howl as I jump at the sight.

      Standing before me is not one or two but an entire crowd of men and a smattering of women looking worn and weary as they glow like a neon moon.

      “Quick,” I say to Bess and Nettie. “Give me your hands. We’ve got a whole gaggle of live ones.”

      Bess and Nettie quickly clamp onto me as that ghostly crowd presses in close.

      Our tour guide continues with his spiel, and before we know it, the entire tour begins to migrate to our left along with him.

      “I think they can see us,” one of the ghostly men says as he floats boldly in our direction.

      “You bet your hot haunted hiney we can,” Nettie says, lifting the hem of her muumuu and showing off a wrinkle-free thigh. “Big boy, likey?”

      “Would you knock it off?” Bess howls. “These people have nothing to fear or lose. They’re dead, for Pete’s sake. I officially declare this tour over. Let’s hop back on the bus and cower under the seats until it’s time to go back. I knew I should have stocked up on holy water.” She turns my way. “It’s a good thing to have if you’re going to hang around Nettie for a prolonged amount of time—ghosts or no ghosts. I learned that the hard way.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Scarlett coos in the breathy way only she knows how. Without wasting a minute, she floats over to the beefcake to the right—tall, muscular, sans the actual physical muscles, and he has the face of a god. For all I know he might actually be the Big Guy Himself. “Hey there, sailor,” she says while running her fingers through his hair. “Are you looking for a harbor to land that ship in your pants?”

      The ghost in question gives a goofy laugh as he melts like putty in her hands and quickly takes himself out of the running to be the Almighty.

      It’s clear men are men even on the other side.

      “Hey, what’s happening?” Nettie cries out. “Did that haunted hussy just steal my man?”

      “He’s my man,” a female entity that looks every bit as beautiful as Scarlett, if not more, flies forward and wallops Scarlett over the eye with her fist.

      “Girl fight!” one of the long-deceased men shouts, and before we know it, a crowd is chanting and cheering from the sidelines as Scarlett and the diva with the right hook go at it.

      “What’s happening?” Bess howls.

      “Melee,” I say. “I think you’re right. We should cower beneath the seats.”

      “I don’t cower for anyone—body or not,” Nettie says. “I can handle this.”

      “Handle this?” Bess balks. “You’re the one that got us into this mess to begin with.” She looks my way. “Don’t let her finish her thought. She’s already put a hex on the afternoon and disrupted the spirits of ancient Hawaiians. For all we know, she has the power to knock the rest of the world over like a house of cards. I’ve always suspected she was a powerful witch.”

      “Who are you calling a witch?” Nettie barks.

      And without warning, the two of them begin to pull and tug at one another, pushing and shoving until another disembodied voice shouts, “Granny fight!”

      “Help!” I cry out as I do my best to pull the dueling grannies apart.

      The thicket of poltergeists around us only seems to increase. And before we know it, an entire herd of strong, handsome, well past their earthly prime men come this way. Startlingly enough, they pluck the three of us off one another, and then we’re airborne.

      “This isn’t good.” Nettie moans as we begin to soar high up above the road.

      “None of your ideas are ever good,” Bess calls out, her limbs flailing as if she were about to swim away. And if that beefy wall of long-gone muscles decides to drop her, she’ll be doing the swan dive into a pool of concrete.

      “Scarlett,” I call out. “You have to help us.”

      The lanky tour guide begins to run in our direction. “Ladies?” he shouts into his megaphone and the sound of his voice reverberates right through me.

      The rest of the tourists run this way, gasping and screaming and looking a little green around the gills.

      “What’s happening?” one of the older gals calls out as she tries to make out the reason for our unexplained foray into flying.

      “The ghosts are angry.” Nettie cups her hands over her mouth as she shouts the words at the crowd. “They’ve taken us hostage. And if you don’t skedaddle, you’ll be next.”

      “Nettie,” I hiss just as the humans, still in their corporal frames, begin to shriek and run for cover. “You’ve incited sheer panic in these people.”

      Bess huffs, “Please, it’s what she does best. At least now I trust you won’t allow for any more of her so-called surprises. The last time I let her surprise me, I ended up in a locked cage, twelve feet underwater, staring into the mouth of six hungry sharks.”

      “And you survived,” Nettie grouses.

      “With half of my hair missing,” Bess shouts. “I was practically scalped.”

      Nettie scoffs. “It’s not my fault big fish find redheads so delicious.”

      “Ladies?” our faithful tour guide calls out once again, his face pale as paper. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to come back down. I don’t think our liability insurance covers this.”

      “Don’t worry.” Scarlett floats our way, looking no worse for wear. “The girls and I have decided no man is worth warring over, especially since they’re so easily distracted with other women.” She takes a moment to give the stink eye to the three ghostly men holding us up at alarming heights. “Ladies?” She snaps her supernatural fingers, and soon a group of ghostly girls run in a circle around us until a whirlwind breaks out and the three of us float gently toward the ground.

      I grab ahold of Bess and Nettie as we converge just before touching down on the wet red clay and a wild applause breaks out among the tourists who bravely decided to stay and watch the show.

      “Take that, gentlemen,” the woman who was walloping Scarlett a few minutes ago spits the words out at the men who pulled us into the heavens.

      “We were only trying to help,” one of them calls out.

      “They were going to kill each other,” another shouts.

      Nettie glances up in the general vicinity of our haunted heroes. “You were looking for new brides, and you know it. And for the record, I might still be interested. Which one of you cooks and cleans?”

      “Good grief.” Bess yanks her in and drags us both off to the tour guide. “Please end this nightmare and take us back to where we came from before she incites a ghostly revolution.”

      The women floating behind us start in on the men for looking elsewhere to meet their supernatural needs, and soon every male specter in the vicinity jumps into the bus in an effort to escape the herd of angry women.

      But the women are relentless, as we are prone to be, and soon the trees and foliage around us begin to shake and rattle as if a hurricane had fallen upon us.

      “Everybody back on the bus,” the tour guide shouts and bodies pile in, unbeknownst to the innocent among us they’re intermingling with a plethora of poltergeists.

      The poor bus driver races us down the highway and hightails us in the direction we came from.

      Soon enough, purses and wallets, and everything that isn’t nailed down starts to float to the ceiling, causing the masses to scream in response.

      “Just our luck,” Nettie shouts. “We’ve got a bunch of deadbeat pickpockets on board.”

      She’s not entirely wrong. Why do I get the feeling we’ve ended up with the equivalent of ghostly mobsters?

      More than a couple of those deadbeats opens a purse or two and shakes out the contents like a pinata. Books and lipsticks alike begin to float near the ceiling. An entire parade of dollar bills flies by in a flurry and the screams quickly turn into gasps of delight.

      Nettie leans my way. “I think someone is gunning for a lap dance.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Bess warns in her best teacher voice before diving over Nettie’s seat in an effort to restrain her. “Hit the pedal to the metal,” she shouts to the bus driver and we make it back to the parking lot in record time.

      The tourists run off the vessel as if a hungry bear were roaming the aisles, leaving Bess, Nettie, and me to be the last to straggle off.

      “Hey.” The tour guide chases us down. “You ladies need to come back and put that show on again. Once word gets out about the supernatural happenings, this will be the most sought-after ticket in town. I’m going to double my prices.”

      “Sorry, we don’t do private parties,” Bess tells him. “This roadshow was a one-off. We’re taking our act and retiring it. It turns out, our liability insurance doesn’t cover insanity pleas. We’re keeping our supernatural sightseeing to ourselves.” She carts Nettie and me toward the rental car before we can utter a word, and I spot a curious sight.

      I take up both Bess’ and Nettie’s hands without asking.

      “Speaking of supernatural sights,” I say. “Scarlett is making out with that beefy wall of muscles she was ogling at back in the jungle.”

      “It’s technically not a jungle,” Bess says.

      Nettie shakes her head my way. “And now do you see why I thought a jaunt around a haunted highway would be good for her?” She turns to her friend. “Nobody likes a know-it-all.”

      “And nobody likes a troublemaker,” I say. “Scarlett, isn’t this the same man you swore you weren’t going to let get between you and your new friend?”

      She shrugs my way. “An ancient chief popped up and told everyone to knock it off. She took off with him and hasn’t been seen since.” She pulls the beefy man in by his lapels. “Can’t say I blame her. He was a looker, but lucky for me—so are you.”

      “And we’re out of here,” Bess says, opening the passenger side door for us and pointing the way in rather abruptly.

      “Aw, come on,” Nettie whines. “Scarlett here was just about to get her ghostly groove on.”

      “All the more reason to give her privacy,” I say, jumping into the back while Bess shoves Nettie into the front.

      “I’m going to need some privacy,” Bess grunts as she hops in and starts the engine. “From you, Nettie. And maybe a restraining order.”

      “Please.” Nettie flicks a finger. “I’ve been trying to scare you off for years and nothing has worked yet. That was just a warm-up act for what I got planned next. How about we—”

      “No,” both Bess and I shout in unison, and Nettie tosses up her hands.

      “I’m in need of a good nap anyway.” She sighs.

      Nettie snores all the way back to the port, but I don’t so much as give a long blink.

      I’m too hopped up on the fact the cruise will be wrapping up soon and the murder investigation isn’t anywhere near completed. I’ve still got a suspect to question, and one hot homicide detective who is keeping secrets from yours truly.

      Not that he has to share his knowledge of the case with me.

      Personally, I’m shocked he doesn’t think we work well together as a team.

      My stomach bisects with heat at the thought of being a team with Ransom—a

      couple.

      Is that what I really want? To jump out of one relationship and into another with just anyone?

      I bite down hard on my lip.

      Ransom Baxter isn’t just anyone.

      I think he’s someone special.

      It does make me wonder, what exactly does he think of me?
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      I’m not sure how she managed to do it, but Nettie Butterworth was officially banned from setting foot on the Big Island altogether—at least for the second day of our stay.

      The next day the ship docked outside of Kona and guests were required to tender to the port. Nettie was sulking so bad, Bess and I decided to keep her company by playing cards all afternoon while sunning on the promenade deck. Of course, every twenty minutes we grazed our way through the Blue Water Café, keeping an eye out for new dishes and culinary creations that we may not have nibbled on before. We three are not ones to miss out when it comes to the delicacies the chefs dream up.

      We let Nettie beat us at every card game known to man, ate to our heart’s content, read books, and napped. All in all, it was a pretty good day.

      Ransom was a no-show again during dinner and I’m starting to wonder if he’s actively avoiding me. I, however, am actively avoiding Stanton, but as the twisted hands of fate would have it, he keeps popping up like an unwanted apparition.

      Speaking of ghosts, still no sign of Cyrus Ledger.

      Isn’t that just the way of the world? When you don’t need ’em, you see ’em. And when you need ’em, they take cover as if you were about to accuse them of murder—and maybe I was, or still might.

      But right now, all I want to do is commit murder myself as I spot Stanton and Kitty Kellogg holding hands, laughing and looking like a solid couple who is about to disembark to enjoy the garden isle of Kuai.

      Kuai is our last stop on the islands, and we’re fortunate enough to spend two blissful days on this verdant jewel of the Pacific.

      Wes greets Stanton and Kitty, offering them an affable nod as they file off the ship.

      Wes isn’t the only staff member greeting passengers as they take off for another day in paradise. Tinsley is right there by his side in a navy pencil skirt and a sleeveless crisp white blouse as she edges in closer and closer to her favorite target. Elodie is on the other side of him clicking away at her phone. And knowing Elodie, she’s probably keying in the last-minute details for a hot date.

      “I’m not sure what’s going on between Tinsley and Wes,” I say to Bess and Nettie. “But I’ve never seen a woman throwing out more signals that she’s interested.”

      “Oh, he’s well apprised of her blooming obsession,” Bess says.

      Nettie jabs me in the ribs. “But he happens to be obsessed with someone himself.”

      “Trixie,” Wes calls out with a wave just as we step up to the gangway. “Bess, Nettie. Where’s the spirit of grand adventure taking you today?”

      “Out and about, and none of your beeswax,” Nettie growls at him.

      “Don’t mind her,” Bess says. “She’s still bitter that you locked her on board at the last stop.”

      Wes nods. “I’m sorry, Nettie. But the welfare of the public was in peril, according to the mayor. That, and he threatened to bar the entire ship from the island if I didn’t comply.”

      “How does the mayor of the Big Island possibly know who you are?” I ask her.

      She winks my way. “I get around.”

      “And so do I.” Elodie wags her phone my way. “I will be enjoying a lovely luau this evening at the Manchester Sugar Plantation.”

      “Fancy,” Bess says. “But I’m shocked your date wants to share you with hundreds of people rather than take you somewhere a little more intimate.”

      Nettie leans in. “You’d be surprised at how intimate a luau can be. It all comes down to finding a decent bush.”

      Elodie shakes her head. “I’m sure he would prefer somewhere more intimate, but he’s taking his entire”—she glances my way and frowns—“company out for the evening.”

      My mouth falls open. “You’re going out with Cyrus again, aren’t you?”

      She makes a face. “Maybe.” Her shoulder glides up in my direction. “Okay, fine. I am. But I can’t help it. He taught me things in the elevator that not even I had ever experienced before.”

      “I thought you said he was greedy,” I hiss as I edge my way in her direction.

      “Greedy yet instructive.” She gives a frenetic nod. “I’m not above learning a new trick or two, you know. Besides, I’ve heard great things about this luau. And I’m already hungry for all it has to offer.”

      “What a coincidence,” I tell her. “Bess, Nettie, and I just so happen to be headed to that very same luau this evening. I guess we’ll see you there.”

      “Trixie,” Wes says just south of a growl.

      “Oh, let her go,” Tinsley says while gripping onto his arm as if he might float off like a Mylar balloon. “We can find something else to occupy our time, something a lot more intimate.”

      “Sorry, Tinsley,” he says while looking at me sternly. “Cyrus invited me to the luau as well, as his guest. And I would hate to be rude.”

      “Well then, Captain,” I say. “I guess we’ll see you there this evening as well.”

      Bess, Nettie, and I scuttle down the gangway as if we just knocked off a liquor store.

      “I bet Ransom will be there, too,” Nettie says while bumping her shoulder to mine. “If I were you, I’d wear something revealing and easy to take off.”

      “I doubt Ransom will be there. After all, I’ll be there,” I say. “And as far as my wardrobe goes, all I wear are easy-breezy dresses. He doesn’t seem too interested in those either.”

      Bess shrugs. “Well, you never know what a magical night in Kauai is capable of. A night under the stars, warm breezes, an ex who you’d like to teach a lesson to hanging out in the background—this has all the makings for one of the most romantic nights of the year.”

      “Sounds promising.” I sigh. “So where are we off to today?” I ask.

      Nettie leans in. “I vote we stuff our faces with ice cream then roll around on the beach.”

      Bess nods. “Then we rinse and repeat.”

      “Rinse and repeat, indeed,” I say as we lock arms and head off to make all of our dairy-based dreams come true.

      I wonder if any dreams will come true tonight?

      Like my dream to catch a killer.

      And a few more personal, mouthwatering dreams as well that involve a certain detective’s lips.

      But something tells me Ransom Baxter isn’t all that interested in making those dreams come true.
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      The Manchester Sugar Plantation Luau is located on the south end of the island in Poipu where the property butts up against a white sandy shoreline.

      A tangerine sunset sets the scene as kalua pork bakes in an underground oven. Large banana leaves cover the quadrant of dirt where they’re smoking the succulent meat, and an entire swarm of men have gathered to watch with great interest—a predictable maneuver for males at a cookout.

      String lights hang up above, staked into the ground through a network of grids, giving the place a fairy-tale appeal. Melodic Polynesian music streams through the speakers, and it even has me shaking my own hips to the beat.

      Dozens upon dozens of long rectangular tables are set out along with white ladder back chairs around them. There’s a buffet that’s being loaded up with goodies as we speak out by the water. The heady aroma from the pork, the lomi lomi salmon, and the huli huli chicken—mesquite grilled, poultry basted with a sauce so sweet you’ll want to eat it for dessert, too—is making my mouth water.

      During our last cruise, Bess and Nettie took me to the cultural center out on Oahu, and that was my first official luau, but one taste of the delicious food and I knew it wouldn’t be my last. So if Ransom decides to give me trouble over the fact I’m chasing down a suspect, I can merely tell him I’m here for the rich cultural and culinary experience. That happens to be just as true as the fact I’m looking to shake down Cyrus Ledger for all he’s worth.

      Hawaiians in native dress, both gorgeous men and women who happen to be scantily clad, are putting on a show up on the stage near the water.

      The hosts of the luau have set out a champagne reception so, of course, Bess, Nettie, and I have already hit the champs twice.

      The ship has a plethora of goodies to imbibe—for a price. But let’s face it. We’re not running to the bar ordering champagne every chance we can get at sixteen dollars a glass. So when we can get it for free, we’re not ones to look a gift horse of the bubbly variety in the mouth—more like pour the bubbly directly into our mouths—again and again.

      “You know, we probably shouldn’t get schnockered right out the gate,” I tell them, slurring my words slightly because my tongue suddenly feels two sizes too large.

      After we finished up with our ice cream capers and beach naps this afternoon, we moseyed back to the ship and changed into proper luau attire. A red and white muumuu for Nettie, a navy sheath dress for Bess, and a hot pink gauzy number for me.

      I’m not usually one to wear such bright colors, but when in Rome—or Kauai, I’m prone to blend in with the crowd. And I’ll admit, I’m loving the fact I get to live out loud and in color for the first time in my life now that I’ve shed Stanton like a bad winter coat.

      I never knew I was under so many constraints regarding my asleep-at-the-wheel marriage, fashion constraints, not to mention the constraints regarding my body. I was starving myself to death in every capacity and dying emotionally because of it.

      “Not get schnockered? But that’s when all the fun happens,” Nettie says with a tiny hiccup.

      “I’m not getting schnockered. In fact, I’ve already hit my limit.” Bess nods. “I’m a firm believer in having a nightcap before I hit the sheets. I don’t hold my liquor very well, so I typically don’t drink in public. I’d hate to unleash the belligerent beast inside me on any of you. Besides, nothing puts me to sleep like a sip of lively spirits.”

      Nettie shakes her head. “Nothing beats a lively spirit in your bed. I say we make a blood oath. Each one of us finds a lively spirit to drag back to our cabins for the night.”

      “Right,” Bess balks at the idea. “You and I both know we can’t drag just anyone back to the ship.”

      “You’re right,” Nettie says, inspecting the ever-blooming crowd. “We’re better off dragging them into the bushes.” She nods my way. “You happen to be in luck, Trixie. You’re already spending the night in the captain’s quarters. Simply make the mistake of heading to his bed instead of yours and let the games begin.” She says the word mistake in air quotes.

      “Hello, ladies,” a deep voice calls from behind and we turn to find Wes with Tinsley glued by his side. They both look casual, with Wes in a dark Hawaiian shirt with jeans and Tinsley stuffed in a little red dress. And judging by the way the seams of that dress look ready to burst, I’m betting if you lean in enough you can hear it begging for mercy.

      “What a coincidence,” Nettie says, pausing a moment to trade her empty champagne flute for one brimming with bubbles from a roving waiter. “We were just talking about you, Captain Crawford. Specifically, how lucky our Trixie is to be shacking up with you these days.”

      Wes nods my way. “And I have enjoyed every moment of her company. I only wish there was more time for the two of us to spend together. With my busy schedule, we’ve been hit-or-miss.”

      “I did enjoy breakfast with you in your kitchenette,” I tell him. “And we’ve shared a few nice conversations before turning in these past few nights.”

      Tinsley snorts. “What fun roommates you must make. Wes and I have shared his quarters before on a few occasions ourselves.” She hugs his arm and her left foot bounces up and kicks her on the bottom. “Of course, we shared breakfast in bed, and all of our conversations took place beneath the sheets,” she coos the words into his ears and his eyes widen with horror for a moment.

      Wes sheds a momentary smile my way. “Tinsley and I had a colorful yet short-lived past.” He does his best to pull away from her, but he’s unable to escape her talons.

      “I’m well aware,” I tell him and shoot Tinsley a look that says take that.

      “Trixie is in the know,” Bess tells the octopus among us. “Nettie and I filled her in on the fact that you had relations with both Wes and Ransom.”

      “Yeah,” Nettie says. “And now it’s her turn to take the studs out for a ride. Seeing that she’s in your room, Captain, we think she should start there.”

      “Tonight,” Bess asserts.

      I shoot her a look, and she shrugs as if it couldn’t be helped.

      “Excuse me?” Ransom pops into our circle, looking more than a little miffed and more than a little handsome.

      My goodness, the man looks breathtaking in a black suit, his white dress shirt glowing underneath, and that silver tie of his flashes like a sword. And have I mentioned that homicidal look lingering in those commanding blue eyes of his? It is definitely present and accounted for—a lethal promise through and through.

      My guess is Wes is up on the chopping block since I’m willing to bet Ransom just overheard the crux of the coital conversation.

      “Ransom,” Wes growls as if the good detective just personally deflated his party balloons.

      “Captain.” Ransom nods his way. “I trust you would never dream of taking advantage of a passenger while under your charge in any capacity.”

      Nettie nudges me in the ribs. “He just cut right to the good stuff.”

      Bess shakes her head at him. “Technically, Trixie is a staff member. And we all know Captain Crawford’s history with staff members.” She points her champagne flute toward Tinsley. “Nettie was just suggesting that Trixie should give you both a spin and see whose lap she prefers to sit in.”

      My mouth squares out at the woman.

      Clearly, she was not exaggerating when she said she can’t hold her liquor. I just didn’t think she’d unleash the belligerent beast in this direction.

      Tinsley huffs at the thought. “My, my, Trixie Troublefield, you must see yourself as quite the enchantress if you think you can just waltz on board the ship and land in whoever’s lap you wish. I’ll have you know that both Captain Crawford and Ransom have standards. They don’t entertain married women. And seeing that you are still very much legally wed, I highly suggest you look into reconciling with your husband if you feel the need to sit in anybody’s lap.”

      The world stills around me and all I see is red.

      “Those be fightin’ words,” Nettie says as she hoists her drink in Tinsley’s direction.

      Wes clears his throat, but Ransom holds a hand out his way as if to cut him off at the pass.

      “I’m going first,” he says gruffly as he stares down our cantankerous cruise director. “Who I choose to sleep with is nobody’s business but mine. To be clear, my relationship with Mrs. Troublefield has been perfectly chaste. You’re right, I draw the line at married women.”

      My stomach cycles, hot with the liquor I just filled it with.

      I knew any chance of Ransom and me getting together was simply just a pipe dream. To quote Stanton, why would he want an old mare like me when he can have the pick of the Lolita litter?

      “But Trixie and Stanton are separated,” Ransom goes on, and my entire body ignites with adrenaline. “Because of that fact, she qualifies as single in my book. And if she decides to take things in another direction with anyone, that’s between her and the person of her choosing.”

      Anyone?

      The person of her choosing?

      Why is he so difficult to read?

      Good grief, I need an FBI profiler just to read the FBI profiler.

      Wait, he was on the behavioral unit, wasn’t he? Same difference at this point.

      I knock back the rest of my drink, not sure how I feel about anything anymore.

      “And I concur,” Wes says.

      I’m about to lay into Tinsley when I spot a dark-haired woman by the open-air bar, who happens to be speaking with both Bambi and Kitty. I recognize the woman as Liberty Star, one of Cyrus’s older girls. I believe she referenced herself to Ransom as legendary.

      The three of them share a warm laugh before Stanton steps up and ruins the momentum as he’s prone to do. He whisks Kitty off, and Bambi floats in the opposite direction, holding her arms open wide as she embraces another woman from the modeling agency.

      All of Cyrus’ girls are easy to spot, seeing that they seem to share that unnaturally airbrushed appeal that social media would have you believe is the norm. Although now that I’m seeing it out in the wild, these girls look anything but normal. They look alien with their over-filled cheeks, lips, and bosoms.

      And ironically, they look every bit like the women who flooded Stanton’s office. That might explain the appeal he seems to hold for Kitty. Knowing what I do about the price of plastic surgery, I can’t say I’d blame her for trying to sleep her way into her next round of nips and tucks. Or in her case, more like nips and fu—

      “Care to join me for a drink?” Ransom interrupts my thought as his eyes latch onto mine. “You’re running low.”

      “Yes,” I tell him as we excuse ourselves from the awkward situation Tinsley put us all in. Okay, so maybe Bess and Nettie put us in it first, no thanks to the champagne, but Tinsley more or less told them to hold her beer.

      Tinsley Thornton is proving to be a thorn in my side, indeed.

      But I’ll deal with her once I deal with the killer.

      And believe me when I say neither Tinsley nor the killer has any idea who they’re fooling with.

      I’m not nearly the doormat I used to be.

      Nor will I ever be again.

      I’m officially putting both Tinsley and the killer on notice.

      Ransom and those killer blue eyes are on notice, too. I just wish I were brave enough to make good on that threat.
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      Ransom and I make our way over to the bar just as the sun does a disappearing act and the sky takes on a deep violet hue. Even though the luau rages all around us, with the twinkle lights and the moody Polynesian music bleating through the speakers, this night feels as if it’s more conducive to romance—or sitting in someone’s lap as Tinsley would put it—than it ever does murder.

      “I’m sorry you had to hear that. Tinsley is bitter for many reasons, none of which should ever involve you,” Ransom whispers my way as we quickly approach our mark and I give a stiff nod in response. I have no doubt he’s just as interested in speaking with Liberty. Ransom is at this luau on business, much like myself.

      “Detective,” Liberty Star’s eyes widen and, dare I say, they’re lighting up with the solar flares her surname suggests. Her dark hair is up in a chignon. She’s wearing a white A-line dress and her tan skin glows against it. Yes, she’s older than the girls at the agency, but I’ve still got ten years on her. And well, she looks darn good for her age regardless. “Let me buy you a drink.” She licks her lips without breaking her gaze on the stud by my side. “A night like this warrants a little loosening up, even for a man in your position.”

      I frown her way. I bet she’s imagining him in just about every position. Ransom mentioned earlier in the trip that she had already propositioned him once. And it looks as if she’s about to go to bat again.

      “Actually”—he wraps an arm around my waist and my entire body quivers—“I was just buying my date for the evening a drink. How are things going with you?”

      She takes a moment to snarl at me before shrugging. “The cruise is wrapping up, so that’s a plus.” She knocks back that fruity concoction in her hand. “Don’t get me wrong, I love Hawaii as much as the next person, but this is a work trip for me. And we lost Angel right out the gate. Not to mention the fact you and your men have been shaking down the girls and me at every turn.” She winks his way. “Not that I mind. You can shake me down anytime, Detective.” Her tongue circles her lips in the event he didn’t get the hint the first time.

      Everyone knows there are two camps of women. Those who would never hit on someone if they knew they were taken and those that don’t give a rat’s behind about silly things like wedding rings or dinner dates. And Liberty falls squarely in that second category.

      Ransom bows his head her way. “Well, I am certainly not here to shake anybody down. Cyrus was kind enough to invite my coworker, Quinn Riddle, and me to the luau tonight. He’s been very forthright with information and is anxiously looking forward to us closing out the case soon enough.”

      “We just need to nail the killer,” I say without thinking and instinctively my fingers float to my lips. “I mean, he needs to nail the killer. Sorry. I’ve got champagne on the brain.”

      A husky laugh streams from her. “With all that nailing he’s gotta do, I can’t blame you for having a few other things on your brain, too.”

      It’s nice that we can see eye to eye on certain things.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” I say as I lean in. “I saw you speaking with Bambi just now. Rumor has it, she has a little secret. You don’t think that little secret has anything to do with Angel’s murder, do you?”

      Her lips turn down as she considers it. “I guess I never thought about it.” She glances over her shoulder while Ransom and I exchange a look.

      She knows Bambi’s secret, I make eyes at Ransom with the thought.

      He gives a covert nod that says and we’re about to pull it right out of her.

      I shrug over at the woman. “But you think Bambi’s secret could have played a part in it? I mean, wire fraud is a pretty big deal.”

      She grimaces. “So you know?”

      “Do you know?” I ask with a confidence that suggests I’m the one in control of the conversation. I credit that skill to years of trying to one-up my children.

      A gurgle of a laugh strums through her. “I only know because I found her crying in the corner not long after Angel was confronted.” She ticks her head toward Ransom. “Bambi used to run some credit card scheme on the net. She’d open up all sorts of different shops, selling everything from clothes to candles, and then once she collected enough funds, she’d close down without delivering the goods to the poor suckers who thought they were getting a smokin’ deal. And then she’d start the whole racket back up again by opening up more bogus shops.”

      “She’s a thief,” I say under my breath. “I don’t understand. Why would Angel want to have her around?”

      Ransom’s phone chirps and he looks down at it and frowns. “Quinn needs my assistance.” He looks up over the crowd. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He looks at me sternly. “Don’t even think of moving a muscle.”

      He takes off and Liberty growls out a laugh.

      “Whoo.” She fans herself with her fingers. “If he barks out those kinds of orders in public, I’d pay good money to hear what he says in private.” She shakes her head. “Now there’s an irony for you, me paying a man? Now that would be a reversal of fortune.” She motions for the bartender and heads off without so much as a goodbye.”

      “What was that about?” Scarlett Skye, the sneaky specter, arrives in style with a spray of gold stars following her as if she were a nebula. Her red hair curls neatly around her neck and she holds all the glamour of a 1950s film star.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” I whisper. “You missed it. Liberty just spilled all the goods on what kind of wire fraud Bambi was committing. But I still don’t get why Angel wouldn’t let her leave the agency. From what I understand, she was blackmailing her into staying by tossing around those felonious words.”

      “Of course, she was blackmailing her into staying.” Scarlett trembles with a laugh. “You don’t just up and decide to leave the Cyrus Modeling Agency. Bambi is one of their best girls. She’s cute and bubbly and youthful. A girl like that can fetch a handsome sum.”

      “You’re right. I bet she could book a ton of gigs.” I’m about to dig further when a crowd bustles between us and a body knocks into my shoulder. “Whoa,” I say, nearly falling backward, but I’m quickly steadied by a pair of strong arms, and I look up to see it’s Cyrus Ledger. “Thank you,” I tell him as I take a step back. “You’d think the bar just announced free drinks for all, the way that stampede came rushing this way.”

      “Actually, it was me who announced free drinks.” He gives a sorrowful chuckle. “My apologies. You’re not hurt, are you?”

      “Heavens, no,” I tell him. “I can take more than a bump on the shoulder. And if you keep offering to buy people free drinks, they’re going to think you have dubious intentions with them. Especially with this crowd. There’s a beautiful woman everywhere you look. Of course, I know they all belong to you—to your modeling agency, that is.”

      Okay, so that was basically a bunch of gobbledygook that just flitted from my brain, but I’ve got my suspect at hand and I need to keep him engaged.

      He laughs. “Oh honey, I don’t need to ply anyone with liquor to get my dubious intentions met.”

      He frowns as he cranes his neck into the crowd. “But that turkey over there”—he nods over at Stanton who has Kitty pawing all over him—“he needs to ante up. Nobody gooses one of my girls for free. Neither of them is getting away with it.”

      He scowls at Stanton a moment before offering me a makeshift smile. “Enjoy your evening. And by all means, have a drink on me.”

      He takes off for the bar and I lift a finger in his wake.

      “Wait,” I call out, but the volume of the music just hiked up a few notches and the overall party atmosphere has everyone in the crowd in high spirits. “Did you hear that?” I hiss over at Scarlett. “He said nobody gooses his girls for free,” I tsk at the thought. “He’s making them sound like a bunch of call girls.” I straighten at the thought.

      Didn’t Liberty just make a crack about a reversal of fortune when it came to paying to go to bed with Ransom?

      A breath hitches in my throat

      “Scarlett, if what I think is going on is actually going on at the Cyrus Modeling Agency, then I bet I know exactly why someone might see murder as their only way out of this twisted organization.”

      I spot Liberty heading over to Kitty, and the two of them step away from Stanton to have a private conversation. Kitty looks to her left and shakes her head at someone, and I follow her gaze until I see Bambi Backam standing all by her lonesome while sipping a cocktail under a tiki torch.

      “Come on,” I say to my ghostly sidekick. “I think we’ve got the killer cornered.”

      Now, all we have to do is get her to confess.

      And with Handsome Ransom and his handy handcuffs somewhere on the grounds, it looks to me that Angel Howell’s murder is about to wrap up in a nice, neat bow—or a pair of shiny silver bracelets as it were.
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      “I have an idea,” Scarlett says as we fast approach Bambi Backam, the woman that just may have plunged a pair of scissors into Angel Howell’s chest right after she doled out one seriously nasty haircut.

      “Hold on to that thought,” I say as I stop short. “Scarlett, something just occurred to me. The night I found Angel’s body—I think maybe she was killed first then her hair was hacked off and spread all over my cabin. But why? I mean, she was already dead at that point. Why cut her hair off? It only upped the odds of being caught. If the killer whacked off Angel’s hair before she died, Angel would have fought to the death, ironically. Maybe the killer could have chopped off a few locks while she was still living, but all of her hair?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying someone cut off her hair after she died, and I’m sure they had a very good reason for it. Now all we have to do is discover why.” I nod over at Bambi sipping on her fruity concoction while the scents and sounds of the luau only seem to magnify themselves around us.

      Nightfall has transformed Kauai into a veritable magical garden. The twinkle lights staked up above, the jubilant crowds all around us, and the scent of the mouthwatering dishes have my senses on high alert. But right now the only thing I’m hungry for is justice.

      “Bambi?” I say her name softly as we come upon her.

      “Go on now.” Scarlett nudges me and I propel forward. I’m still not sure how the dead are able to manipulate things in the material world, but a part of me is afraid to pry. I’ve already got far too much knowledge of things that shouldn’t concern me regarding the afterlife. I’ll leave the physics to someone who cares to deep-dive into the paranormal.

      All I want to deep-dive into is that Kalua pork, and Angel Howell’s killer is standing in the way.

      But is she standing in front of me? That’s exactly what I’m going to find out.

      Bambi turns my way, her blonde mane glowing in perfectly coiled tendrils. And as she warms to me with a smile, something she said the day I met her comes back to me. She was looking at Angel, and I distinctly remember her saying the words, what I wouldn’t do for hair so sleek and shiny you can see your reflection in it.

      That’s odd. Was there a note of sarcasm in her tone when she said it that I hadn’t noticed? It didn’t seem malicious in the least.

      “Oh wow,” I mutter as I come to my own conclusions quickly.

      “Oh wow is right,” Bambi says as she holds her drink out toward the mass of humanity making their way to the buffet. “It’s nice to see you here, Trixie. I saw your ex.” She wrinkles her nose. “I can’t believe you were ever married to Stanton Troublefield.”

      Scarlett chuckles. “Neither can I. You can do so much better, Trixie. And you have.”

      I give a covert nod her way before looking curiously at Bambi.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “You’re so nice.” She shrugs. “I can never understand what nice women like you are doing with a husband who is essentially a jerk. And jerks who step out on you, no less. I used to have a boyfriend who was a cheat. Cheating was more or less his art.” She rolls her eyes. “I mean, I knew he was bad news when I walked into that mess, but I thought I could change him.” She takes another sip of her drink. “But men like Stanton, they think they’re stealth. They don’t like to show their wives their bad boy side. To me, that’s even worse than any man who’s an overt playboy. You were really too good for him. I’m glad to see you’re with the captain now.”

      “Oh, actually, we’re not really together. I mean, we’re just friendly.” Ransom comes to mind. We’re not really together either. One might even say we’re less than friendly. My stomach grows hot at the thought. “Bambi, I heard that you wanted to leave the agency and that you got some blowback because of it. Is that true?”

      She inches back and looks at me as if I just sprouted another head.

      “Where did you hear that? I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Scarlett whispers. “She’s just trying to cover her tracks. Keep digging,” she encourages, although I don’t need it.

      “Bambi, I heard what happened,” I say, taking a step in close. “You can be honest with me. You wanted to leave the agency and Angel blackmailed you into staying.”

      “Blackmailed?” She cocks her head as if she were unsure of the definition.

      Scarlett nods my way. “You’d better spell it out for her. Blondes must have more fun because they’re lacking a few key brain cells.”

      I turn to scowl at her a moment. How does she not see my hair color? Although Stanton might agree with her, considering he thought he could get away with sleeping with women in our marriage bed.

      “You wanted to leave the agency and Angel wouldn’t let you,” I continue as I turn to the suspect at hand. “She said if you left, she’d turn you in for wire fraud—because of all of those businesses you were running on the internet. They were sock-puppet shops—you never owned a single product to sell. Instead, you took people’s money and made off with it. You were one of the Cyrus Agency’s most lucrative girls. Angel blackmailed you to keep you from walking out the door. Your hands were tied and you couldn’t leave. That’s why you killed her, isn’t it?”

      “Killed her?” She takes a giant step back. The whites of her eyes glint in the night like a caged animal.

      I take a step her way. “And all of that luscious long hair you were mocking earlier that night? You cut it all off to spite her after the fact.”

      “Lady, are you nuts?” she balks. “I’m not leaving the agency, nor do I want to. And for sure I didn’t kill Angel or hack off all of that glorious hair. All I’ve ever done is admire the woman. Anyone at the agency can tell you that.” Her eyes narrow in on mine. “In fact, now that Angel is gone, I’m going to honor her by taking her place by Cyrus’ side. And those girls who want to leave the agency are going to have to ante up the exit fee to me this time.”

      “Exit fee?” I blink back.

      “That’s right.” She shrugs. “Two hundred K. It’s the bonus Angel got for making sure the girls stayed put and kept their mouths shut.” She shrugs. “Cyrus likes to have others do his dirty work for him. But don’t feel too bad for the guy. At the end of the day, he still gets his cut.”

      “Of course, he does,” I say, unsure if I should be straying from the investigation and following her train of thought. “He books the modeling gigs, it only makes sense.”

      “Yeah.” She nods my way. “The modeling gigs are nice, too. They just don’t pay as much.” She winks my way. “Tell you what, Trixie. I like you. I’m going to forget this conversation ever happened.” Her expression hardens to stone. “But don’t even think about crossing my path again.”

      She takes off abruptly and my mouth falls open.

      “Wait,” I stammer. “Shoot. She didn’t confess.”

      “Because she didn’t do it,” Scarlett says.

      I take a moment to study her. “All right. You said you had an idea. What is it?”

      “I was going to suggest that we see if Ransom knows that the Cyrus Agency was a prostitution ring.”

      “What?” I shout and turn more than a few heads in my direction. “Get over here,” I mutter as I yank her by the elbow to an overgrown bush with leaves so wide and red you could make a dress out of them. “A prostitution ring?” My mouth falls open wide. “Oh my word, that’s what I was afraid of. That’s exactly what Liberty was hinting at with Ransom.” I think on it for a minute. “And that’s why Cyrus said that Stanton wasn’t going to get away with pawing at one of his girls for free.” I suck in a quick breath as all of the pieces begin to fall into place. “It all makes perfect sense now.” I nod her way. “We need to find Ransom. I know who the killer is.”

      I pull Scarlett by the hand and she floats next to me like a helium balloon. We don’t get three steps out before I knock into a woman and cause her to spill her phone to the ground.

      Lo and behold, it’s the killer.

      “Kitty?” I ask as a new level of fear grips me. Her phone blinks over the ground, and I quickly pick it up for her, noting that I recognize the image on the screen. “Tropics Airline?” I ask, amused as I examine the screen further to note a booking highlighted. “You’re not leaving the cruise early, are you?” I ask as she snatches the phone from my hands.

      “Not at all.” She glances over her shoulder. “It’s Bambi. I guess something has her rattled. She asked me to look into booking her a flight back to LA asap.” She wrinkles her nose at me as if she expected me to buy it.

      “She’s not going anywhere,” I tell her. “In fact, she’s not even leaving the agency. But you wanted to leave.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m not leaving, I swear.”

      “The first night we met, you said you wanted to head back to West Virginia. You said you were once a teacher there.”

      Her eyes close a moment too long. “Yes, I was.” She clears her throat. “But this is my life now.”

      “No.” I shake my head at her. “You’re not interested in this life. I bet you didn’t even know what you were getting into when you signed on to the Cyrus Agency.”

      Scarlett clucks her tongue. “Of course, she knew. She had to clear the gate with Cyrus. He doesn’t hire amateurs.”

      I’m back to scoffing at my ghostly sidekick in crime-fighting arms.

      “Information that would have been good to know earlier,” I hiss her way.

      “You’re right.” Kitty shrugs. “I had no idea regarding the nefarious underpinnings that shroud the agency.”

      “Oh, you knew,” I growl her way just as the sound of a conch horn goes off in the distance, signaling it’s time to chow down on the good eats that have been making everyone’s tummy rumble for the better part of two hours.. “You’re lying through your teeth. You had to clear the gate with Cyrus or you wouldn’t be standing where you are today.”

      Kitty’s lips press tight as if I bested her.

      “Just like you were lying about Bambi,” I tell her. “It was you who wanted out of the agency. It was you who didn’t want to pony up the exit fee.”

      “At two hundred grand?” she balks. “Would you? Do you know how many clients I would have had to have slept with to earn that kind of money? Nobody ever left the agency because Angel was running it like the mob. I wanted my freedom. I deserved it. And I wasn’t about to whore myself out for another dollar.”

      The amount of time she’s spent with Stanton begs to differ.

      Something else that was said that first day comes to mind. “Cyrus said you were trying to wiggle out of his clutches.” I shake my head in a fit of exasperation. “All of the clues were laid out for me, the very first day.” I nod as Bambi’s words come back to me as well. “You used what Bambi said about Angel’s hair to set her up. You knew about the wire fraud, you thought it would be easy to pin the murder on Bambi, and boy, were you right.”

      “That’s because Bambi is responsible for this, Trixie.” Kitty’s voice is tense, her speech pressured. “Why don’t you go find Detective Baxter right now and tell him? I’ll go find Bambi for you.”

      She starts to dart off, and I grab her by the wrist.

      “All right, fine.” Kitty’s eyes ignite with fire as she yanks herself free. “I killed her. And I’d kill her again. The woman was a menace. I did everyone at the agency a favor. And that beast you spoke with earlier that’s anxious to take Angel’s place? She’s twice the witch that Angel was. I should have killed her, too.”

      “But you didn’t,” I pant. “Because you needed her to pin the murder on.”

      “I should have pinned it on you. Instead, I thought I’d aim for Bambi and your stupid ex.” She snarls as she gives me a hard shove to the chest and takes off running in the dark.

      I take off after her and Kitty stops abruptly as she hits a barbed-wire fence.

      A few expletives fly from her as she bolts past me toward the crowd densely populating the buffet table, and I don’t miss a beat as I chase after her.

      “You should call Ransom,” Scarlett shouts as she effortlessly keeps pace with me.

      “Good idea,” I say, pulling out my phone and promptly bumping my arm into a body and the thing goes flying. “Bad idea,” I say as I maintain my pace to keep up with the killer in question.

      At this point, my phone is yet another casualty of Kitty Kellogg.

      Kitty comes into view as she dodges the crowd and heads to the left toward the open beach.

      “She’s going to get away,” I shout to the spook sent to assist me—in what I still don’t know. After holding back that tidbit she knew about prostitution, she’s pretty much useless to me. “Can’t you block her off at the pass or something?”

      “I’ll redirect her,” Scarlett says as she flies on ahead, and soon chairs are flying in Kitty’s path, forcing her to tap-dance backward in an effort to avoid being pelted by one.

      I take back that remark about Scarlett being useless. She sure knows how to cause injuries on a mass scale. I hope the owners of this plantation have great liability insurance. It seems to be a prerequisite whenever I’m around.

      Screams ensue amongst the crowd at the sight of flying furniture.

      Kitty spots me and our eyes lock for a moment.

      It’s either come my way or risk taking a ladder back chair to the nose, and I think she realizes it.

      She glances at the buffet and heads that way instead.

      Or that.

      I take off after her, and Kitty runs while glancing back at me every few seconds and lands smack into the dessert table. Both Bess and Nettie happen to be standing there, too—not a big surprise considering the severity of their sweet tooth—and as soon as Kitty smacks into the wall of deliciousness, the two of them part ways like balls on a pool table.

      My momentum propels me forward and I dive on top of Kitty, landing us both square on a chocolate sheet cake.

      I’ve rolled around in worse—namely Stanton.

      “Is it time for the dessert dogpile already?” Nettie calls out before she foists herself onto my back and causes both of my lungs to collapse, or at least it feels that way.

      “Are you insane?” Bess howls. “All three of you, get off of there right this minute.”

      The table groans under our weight before collapsing to one side and we look up just in time to see a bowl full of haupia pudding careening our way, and before we can blink, we’re covered in the coconut custard.

      “Oh, what the heck,” Bess says, running her finger through the haupia pudding and shoving it into her mouth. “This is still my favorite dessert.”

      Kitty bounces to her feet and staggers for a moment just as Stanton runs forward.

      “Trixie,” he barks. “I knew you were the jealous type, but this is going too far.”

      I scrape a handful of pudding off my midsection and sling it at him for no good reason other than the fact he’s annoying the hell out of me at the moment.

      I lunge for Kitty once again and Stanton jumps in my way.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” he says, grabbing me by the wrist, and by proxy allowing Kitty to make a run for it.

      “Scarlett,” I shout at the pretty phantom and she quickly mobilizes, pushing unsuspecting body after body in front of the culprit until Kitty is left running in a circle.

      I break free from Stanton’s grasp and tackle the woman from behind, sending us both sailing to the ground this time, and I promptly land square on her back.

      “Trixie?” Ransom shouts from somewhere in the crowd.

      “Trixie,” Wes calls out from the opposite direction as he gets here first and attempts to help me up, but I resist his efforts.

      “Everybody freeze,” Ransom thunders as he lands in front of me with Quinn Riddle by his side.

      “She did it,” I call out. “Kitty confessed to killing Angel Howell. Then she cut off all her hair to pin it on Bambi—and my stupid ex,” I say as I glance back at Stanton. “Her words, not mine,” I say, sliding off of the woman and Ransom pulls his gun out and points it at her.

      Wes helps me to my feet as Quinn lands Kitty in handcuffs.

      In seconds, Ransom pulls me in for a firm embrace and I can feel his heart drumming against my body.

      I pull back and examine the chocolate frosting and haupia pudding that I’ve accidentally transferred to his clothes from mine.

      “I ruined your suit,” I pant, swallowing down a laugh.

      “As long as you’re safe, you could cover me in honey and land me on an anthill.” He pulls me in close again and his chest wallops hard against mine that much harder this time. “You beat me to her.”

      I pull back once again. “You knew it was Kitty?”

      “She was the one who was surprised that the ship had security. Anyone who questions security is a red flag in my book. After the murder, I recalled her saying that she wanted to leave the agency and head back to West Virginia. All I needed to find out was why she wanted to pin things on Bambi.”

      “And your friend from the bureau? Did he ever get back to you?”

      He nods. “He confirmed what we found out about Bambi’s scheme. Quinn and I were just cuffing her, while you took down the suspect.”

      “And the buffet.”

      “Just the dessert.” He winces.

      “I have an idea. I’ll see if I can’t have dessert catered in from the ship. I might know a guy who knows a guy.” I nod to where Wes stands trying to calm Stanton down.

      “A brilliant idea,” Ransom muses, looking cuttingly handsome in the process.

      “I’ve been known to have one or two.”

      Like us being together. Too bad I seem to be the only one with that thought.

      A smattering of tiny gold stars appears to my right as Scarlett Skye appears looking no worse for wear from her run-in with the killer.

      “I guess this is goodbye,” I practically mouth the words her way lest Ransom thinks I’m giving him the heave-ho.

      “Not a chance,” she says. “I’ve let the powers that be extend my stay until the end of the cruise. You can’t give me mocha lava cake and then not let me bid it a proper farewell. Besides, you’re my star student. I need to see the two of you indulge in one steamy smooch before I head back to paradise. And that, my friend, is when I’ll know my work here is done.”

      I look up at Ransom, hopeful that on some subliminal level he’ll oblige both Scarlett and me in that department—the sooner the better for both our sakes.

      “Detective Baxter?” Quinn calls out from behind.

      “Duty calls, Mrs. Troublefield.” He gently brushes the hair from my eyes. “Glad you’re safe. You’re an excellent crime fighter. It’s easy to see you win them all. I’ll see you back on the ship. But don’t even think about pulling a stunt like that again. It’s my job to keep the passengers safe, not yours. I need you safe.” He gives an affable nod before taking off.

      “Well”—Scarlett shrugs my way—“there’s always lava cake.” And with those famous last words, she dissipates in that same vat of miniature gold stars that brought her here to begin with.

      I head over to Wes and we get the dessert train rolling.

      Bess and Nettie help me take a quick dip in the water of the South Pacific, and I enjoy the rest of the luau as best as I can.

      But all the while I think about Ransom’s words that he needed me safe. And a part of me wishes he would have omitted the word safe from the sentence altogether.

      That alone is proof positive I don’t really win them all.
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      Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      The Emerald Queen of the Seas has once again proven to be an oasis in a tumultuous world—even if some of the tumultuousness from the world did follow me on board. We still have one last night on the ship, and my ex and I haven’t killed one another—yet. I suppose there’s still time for just about anything to happen.

      Despite sharing airspace with someone a little more than dicey from my past, with each passing day I seemed to breathe a little deeper, with a little more purpose as I discover that true paradise is in the moment we’re in and where we are headed next. And much like the captain steers this ship, I’m steering my own ship as well. So as my ex returns to Maine, to the home we built together, built our family in, I’ll continue to sail on with the Emerald Queen, and together we’ll enjoy our next adventure.

      I look forward to bringing you along for the ride as well.

      Until we meet again, aloha!

      XO Trixie

      The last few days have gone by in a blur. My art classes have been so popular, Tinsley is thinking of adding another time slot. I don’t mind one bit. Putting a brush to canvas is just as much my therapy as it is for my students.

      The warm air of the tropics has given way to cooler temperatures as we get ready to sail into the port of Los Angeles tomorrow. But first, there is one last night on the ship to enjoy—a formal engagement to be exact.

      The Captain’s Farewell Party is the final activity of the evening, and one that Bess, Nettie, and I refuse to miss.

      First, there was dinner. Ransom stayed with us through appetizers—baked brie and prosciutto rolls—then partway through dinner—lobster and steak for everyone at the table—Quinn called and let him know his services were needed in the casino.

      Once dinner was through, Bess, Nettie, and I took in a show at the Emerald Theater—an abbreviated version of Chicago. The ensemble was shy one dancer, so Elodie had to fill in. Of course, she was nothing short of fabulous.

      After the show, the three of us went up to the lido deck, to the Blue Water Café, where we ate our weight in molten chocolate lava cake and then waited patiently for the farewell party to begin right back in the main dining room where this evening began.

      The lights have been dimmed and the music is moody as couples congregate onto the dance floor.

      Ice sculptures carved to look like palm trees, giant pineapples, and a giant hibiscus flower eat up the center of the expansive room, and the midnight buffet is already on display as a line begins to form at either end of it.

      “Those ice sculptures make me miss Hawaii,” I say with a sigh as the farewell party begins to rage all around us.

      “Me too,” Bess says. “But lucky for us, we’ll be heading back tomorrow night.”

      “That’s right.” Nettie nods at the thought. “That’s the second-best part of living on a cruise ship.”

      “What’s the first?” I ask.

      A wily look takes over her face as Nettie cranes her neck into the crowd. “Getting to dance with the dapper captain. I’m heading off to cut in on him and Tinsley.”

      “You might need more than good luck,” I tell her. “You’ll need a sledgehammer.”

      Nettie takes off and we watch as she boots Tinsley to the curb. No sooner does Tinsley part ways with the captain than she latches onto a dark-haired looker in a fitted Italian suit who just so happened to step into the room—Ransom.

      Both Bess and I suck in a quick breath at the sight of him. And believe me, the man warrants more than a breath, more like a moan of pleasure from simply taking him in with your eyes.

      A cloud of sweet perfume permeates the vicinity as a blonde leans in. “You should cut in.”

      I turn to find Elodie blowing a party horn right at me.

      “I am not cutting in and no amount of cheerleading can make me do it,” I say as I frown over at Tinsley in Ransom’s arms. “I mean, we’re just friends.” I frown twice as hard at the thought.

      “I don’t believe in being friends with handsome men,” Elodie says. “Rumor has it, when he kisses a woman, he does it with purpose. And since I’m not interested in pursuing a man who holds coital court the way I prefer to do it myself, I suggest you put this rumor to rest for me.”

      “I heard the same rumor,” I say as I make a face, my eyes still pinned on the handsome man who has the power to vex me. “In fact, he was about to kiss me properly after the last cruise ended and Stanton showed up and ruined that good time.”

      At least I choose to believe it was going to be a proper kiss—with a lot of purpose behind it.

      Bess scoffs. “Oh, come on, Trixie. I don’t see Stanton anywhere near the scene to ruin your good time. Why don’t you go over and make your move? These are modern times, and we’re modern women. You can certainly land your lips to his if you feel like it.”

      I sigh at the thought. “While I agree with you in theory, I guess I’m an old-fashioned girl at heart. If anything is going to happen between me and some other man that is not Stanton, that man is going to have to make the first move.”

      Elodie pretends to gag. “If I prescribed to any of that logic, I would still be a virgin.”

      “Well then, I guess I’ll have to revisit my virginity.” I cringe at the thought. It’s not fair Stanton is running around bedding every pretty little thing that blinks his way and I’m basically turning into a martyr due to my retroactive moral beliefs. Such is life.

      The music shifts to something quicker and the dance floor quickly vacates, sending Wes, Nettie, Ransom, and Tinsley this way.

      Bess leans in. “Here comes Ransom and those lips. Hope springs eternal.”

      “More like hope he lands in your bed tonight,” Elodie adds as only Elodie can.

      “That would be awkward,” I say. “Considering the fact I’m still sleeping in the captain’s quarters.”

      “Are you kidding?” Elodie chuckles. “Add the captain to the mix and then you’d have a party.”

      Bess nods. “And I bet he’d let you wear his hat.”

      “Good grief.” I bite down on my lip just as the four of them close in on us.

      “Ladies”—Wes rocks back on his heels with an ear-to-ear smile on his face, looking more than dapper in his official duds—“how is your evening going?”

      “It’d go better if you’d let her wear your hat,” Bess says under her breath.

      A smile tugs on Ransom’s lips. “I believe that hat is reserved for Tinsley.”

      “True as gospel.” Tinsley winks his way.

      “The hat remains on my head,” he tells her sternly before looking at me. “On behalf of the ship, I want to thank you, Trixie, for beating our so-called top-notch security detail to the punch and yet again bringing another killer to justice.”

      A laugh catches in my throat, but before I can give it or respond to the captain’s quasi-dig at Ransom, I hear someone barking my name from behind.

      “Trixie?” Stanton speeds over, drink in hand, Hawaiian shirt slightly askew, red-faced, and angry. “You’ve really done it now,” he gruffs, and I smell the vodka pluming from his breath. “I just got turned down by six different women.”

      Nettie nods his way. “Reality eventually outweighs alcohol. Face it, Dr. Dirty. You’ve been replaced with something a little younger and probably something a little more flexible.”

      “Welcome to the club,” I tell him. “And how exactly is this my fault?”

      “Not one of those women from the Cyrus Modeling Agency is allowed to have anything to do with you,” he says, pointing hard in my direction. “And apparently, I’m included in that equation by proxy.”

      “Is that what they told you?” Elodie asks, amused.

      “Not in so many words,” he slurs. “They said since it was my ex who discovered the killer, they’d let me take them back to their cabin for a cool grand.”

      “A cool grand?” I muse. “Stanton, I think they were cutting you a deal. Those women are hookers.”

      “That’s right,” Nettie says. “Because the woman you chose to leave in lieu of cheap sex landed a killer behind bars. She’s practically a hero. It’s cheap sex for everyone—including you, buddy. Those women were all but propositioning you.”

      “If I were you, I’d thank your soon-to-be ex-wife,” Bess adds.

      “I’m not thanking you for anything,” he growls my way before giving both Wes and Ransom a dirty look. “The only reason you’re hanging out on this ship is because you think you’ve got a chance with one of these men. So tell me, Trixie, which one of these studs is it that’s taken you on?”

      My mouth falls open as I gag on a river of words, all of them expletives.

      “That’s right,” he huffs with a laugh. “Neither of them. You’re just a washed-up housewife trying to live out a few desperate fantasies—only there aren’t any takers. And in all your bitterness, you had to go and ruin things for me.”

      “Are you hearing yourself?” I ask in disbelief. “You’re obviously smashed. Just do us all a favor and stumble your way to your room. Where hopefully a killer lurks wielding a pair of scissors.” I glance over to Ransom and Wes. “And I promise to keep to myself this time.” After all, the killer would be doing me a favor.

      Kidding.

      Mostly.

      Ransom’s chest expands as he finishes up typing something into his phone.

      “My men are on their way over to escort you to your cabin,” he tells my beast of an ex.

      “And”—Wes lifts a finger—“I’m going to make sure you’re locked in your cabin until it’s time to disembark in the morning. I won’t have you disparaging one of my best staff members and favorite passengers.” He takes my hand and gently steps my way. There’s a loving look in his eyes that lets me know things are about to take a turn that will make Stanton’s stomach churn—a turn I’m welcoming at this point. “Trixie, I want you to know, right here in front of our friends and the man you’re about to take to the cleaners via a very draconian divorce attorney, that I think you are the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on. And—” He steps close and edges his lips my way.

      “And”—Ransom snatches up my hand, twirls me into him as if we were doing the tango, and soon his torso is pressed against mine—“you, Trixie Troublefield, are indeed one of the most beautiful women I have ever laid eyes on.”

      “Ha,” Stanton grouses as he swills his drink. “You both need glasses.”

      “And you’re going to need a raw steak for your eye,” Wes says as he takes a swing at him.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” Ransom pulls Stanton in by the lapels after Wes gets a good left hook in. “This one is mine.” Ransom gets a few good punches in on Stanton before the security detail shows up and plucks them apart. “Take him to his room,” Ransom growls. “But not until he sees me do this.”

      Ransom pulls me into his arms as a crooked grin flickers on his lips. “It’s something I’ve been wanting to do for quite some time.” Without warning, he lands his lips to mine, and before I can process what’s happening, Ransom Courtland Baxter is kissing me with such purpose, you would think he was born for this moment. And judging by the way I feel, you would think I was born for this moment, too.

      Stanton scoffs and curses as he’s carted off by Ransom’s men. From my left, I can hear muttering from Wes, and some cooing and oohing and aahing from the rest of the peanut gallery, then a robust applause from what I’m guessing is Bess, Nettie, and Elodie—maybe Tinsley, I really don’t know.

      Honestly, I don’t care who is witnessing this glorious event.

      All I care about is that this kiss is never-ending.

      My heart drums so hard, my entire body beats with its rhythm and Ransom’s chest beats twice as hard against me.

      I guess I really do win them all.

      And for a good long while, I let Ransom Baxter show me just how purposeful his kisses can be.
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      That kiss.

      I’ve kissed a few frogs in my days—I’m including the father of my children into that amphibian classification—but last night I had the privilege and pleasure to be kissed by a prince.

      It sounds sappy, I know. But sometimes the sappiest things turn out to be gloriously true.

      Eventually, Ransom and I made our way out to the nearest veranda last night. It was perfectly dark and secluded, nothing but the moon glittering over the water and the sound of the wind to greet us. Our lips hardly parted. And yet once that storied kiss ended, it only left me breathless and hungry for more.

      Suffice it to say, I wasn’t looking forward to seeing Wes when I got back to his cabin, but thankfully he was nowhere to be found. But this morning, as I wheel my luggage out of the spare bedroom, I see him there decked out in all of his regalia, white suit, official hat pressed over his head, lots of brass buckles and colorful stripes adorning his lapel. He looks ever so handsome and oh so heartbreakingly sweet.

      “Good morning.” He gives a slight bow along with a pained smile. “All right, I don’t want this to be awkward between us. I fully respect your right to see whoever you like.” He swallows hard as he nods my way. “But should things go south for you and Ransom, I would very much love to throw my hat in the ring.”

      “And what a hat it is,” I say as I swoop over and offer him a firm embrace. “Wes, I don’t know what’s happening. But I accept your offer,” I say, giving his hat a quick tug. “And I only want our friendship to grow, not wither—and that means spending as much time as we can with one another.”

      A husky laugh rumbles through him. “You have no idea how eager I am to oblige.”

      We head on out to the gangway, and I hang out with Bess and Nettie as we wait for our group number to be called before we can disembark.

      “Should we play cards or head over and find some good Mexican food?” Nettie asks as we ponder how to while away the hours until we’re allowed to reboard the ship.

      “You ladies can do whatever you want,” a deep voice strums from behind, and I turn to see Stanton standing there with a jacket in hand, his suitcase by his side. “Trixie, you should come home with me.” A depleted smile takes over his face because I think it’s finally sinking in that I won’t be heading anywhere with him ever again—at least not as a couple. “They just called my number. You should leave with me.”

      “No can do,” I tell him. “I’m happy with my new life on the Emerald Queen. But I wish you well with the practice. And if you give me a few weeks, I can arrange to have someone move my things from the house.”

      He gives a deep sigh as he examines me. “No rush. Think about what you want to do with the house in general, and I’ll agree to whatever it is you ask. I really messed up good, didn’t I?”

      I give a slight nod. “All trust is lost, Stanton. I’m sorry, but no amount of therapy would be enough for me. If we tried to power through this, I’d spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder, wondering which of the women in our lives you might be secretly seeing. It’s no way to live. I deserve to be happy and not miserable.”

      “And I agree with that.” He nods deeply. “So it’s the detective, huh?”

      “Someone call for a detective?” Ransom crops up, looking like a lethal weapon of lusty destruction in his dark inky suit with that slick cerulean tie that matches the exact hue of his eyes. His thick, spiced cologne reaches us before he does, and that dark stubble on his cheeks is making me weak in the knees as it begs me to run my fingers through it, just the way I did last night.

      “Good morning,” I say as a smile buoys to my lips, and try as I might to contain it, I can’t seem to do it.

      “Good morning.” Ransom wraps an arm around my waist and lands a tender kiss to my lips. He looks to Stanton. “You were saying?”

      Any trace of kind affection on Stanton’s face has long since dissipated.

      “Be good to her,” he grunts. “She deserves it.” He nods my way. “We’ll talk in the group chat. I’m sure my lawyer will contact yours.” He pins his gaze to mine and a few seconds of silence beats by between us. “Take care of yourself.”

      He heads for the gangway and Wes shakes his hand as Stanton Troublefield exits the ship.

      A smattering of miniature gold stars appears in our midst as Scarlett Skye arrives in glorious style, that shimmering dress of hers looking as if it’s swallowed an entire constellation.

      “Oh, I just love a happy ending,” she says every word full of breathy appreciation as she blows me a kiss.

      Ransom inches back as he gives a curious glance around.

      It’s no surprise he can hear her. After all, he’s touching me.

      “I just love a happy ending, too,” he says, cocking a brow my way.

      “Are you hearing voices?” Nettie says, suddenly far too interested in the dead, right in front of the living. “Scarlett Skye, is that you? If you’re taking off, could I put in a request?”

      “Sure, anything,” the redhead says as she begins to fade away and I quickly nod to Nettie in lieu of translating for her.

      “Send over a naughty hottie of the male variety from the other side for me, would you? And maybe send a fuddy-duddy accountant for old Bess here, too.”

      Bess huffs at the thought, “Only if he’s a hot accountant.” She elbows her friend. “What would I want a fuddy-duddy for?”

      “You’re right,” Nettie says. “You’re fuddy-duddy enough for the both of you.”

      Scarlett gives a ghostly laugh that reverberates right through to my bones and Ransom shudders as if he felt the effects, too.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” she calls out. “Be well! And beware, trouble is coming to the Emerald Queen once again. And this time, it might just prove deadly for all of you.”

      She dissipates in a smattering of stars, much like the way she arrived, and Ransom reaches for his gun.

      “Did you hear that threat?” He quickly searches the vicinity as a crowd of people congests the gangway.

      “It could have been anybody,” I say, pulling him close. “I’d be threatening people, too, if I was stuck in that line to disembark.”

      Bess grabs ahold of her luggage. “I vote we head off to play cards in the terminal. I like salsa as much as the next person, but I’d like to start my next cruise without indigestion.”

      “I’m in,” Nettie says. “But we’re playing for money.”

      “Have it your way.” Bess shakes her head. “But no stripping. The last time I ended up in my bra, I was almost arrested.”

      Ransom dips in until his gaze latches over mine. “How about heading over to one of my favorite LA beaches with me? We can pick up coffee on the way and a bite if you’d like.”

      “I would definitely like a bite,” I say—of what I didn’t specify, but judging by the naughty gleam in his eyes, Ransom has an idea.

      “Then it’s a date.” His lips curve with the thought.

      Ransom and I disembark from the Emerald Queen of the Seas and set out on our official first date.

      We enjoy the beach, the coffee, every delicious bite the afternoon has to offer.

      And yet, Scarlett’s words ring through my mind like a haunted backbeat.

      Trouble is coming to the Emerald Queen once again, and this time it might be deadly for us all.

      Here’s hoping Scarlett is wrong.

      Although, something tells me she isn’t.
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      We get back to the terminal just before the final passengers straggle their way up the gangway, only to find Bess and Nettie looking rather distraught.

      “Whoa, ladies”—Ransom says, his hand secured over mine, and I don’t mind one bit—“what’s happening?”

      Bess wags her phone before us. “This is happening. I just found out one of my good friends passed away, and I was invited to her funeral. I’m afraid I’ll have to miss this next cruise. I’m off to Honey Hollow, Vermont.”

      Nettie slumps, her lips downturned hard. “And you know what that means. I’m missing this next cruise, too. I’m headed to Honey Hollow, Vermont.” She slings an arm around Bess’ shoulder. “I’m your ride or die—no offense to the deceased.”

      Ransom’s phone pings and he looks down at it. “Well, if that isn’t timing.” He sighs. “My cousin out in Honey Hollow seems to have stepped into a bit of trouble. Not that he’s asked me to come out, but that’s exactly what I’m about to do.” He wags his phone over at Bess and Nettie. “I’m coming with you.”

      Bess and Nettie look my way.

      “Well, Trix?” Nettie squints at me. “You’re not about to let us break up a set, are you? It’s just one cruise, then we’re back on the high seas, nose to the wind as we chase the sun to paradise. But first, Honey Hollow or bust. What do you say?”

      I think on it a moment, looking from Bess and Nettie then to the handsome man by my side.

      “I guess it’s Honey Hollow or bust,” I say with a shrug. “I’m going to Vermont with you all.”

      Bess and Nettie let out a cheer, and Ransom lands a kiss to my lips.

      We’re taking a vacation from our vacation.

      And the best part? We’re doing it together. All of us. We’re not breaking up the set.

      Here’s hoping nothing goes south for us.

      And with a cute little name like Honey Hollow, I can’t see a single thing going wrong.

      I quickly look up Honey Hollow on my phone while Bess and Ransom step to the side to make arrangements, and my mouth falls open at what I see.

      If these articles that just bubbled up on my phone are right, Honey Hollow might just be the murder capital of the world.

      On second thought, I can see more than a few things going wrong with this trip.

      Here’s hoping the four of us come back in one piece. I’d hate to break up the set.

      Honey Hollow is dripping with homicides.

      And I pray not one of us will play the part of the corpse in the next one.

      Aloha, paradise. Hello, hell-in-a-Honey-Hollow-handbasket.

      Here’s to a new adventure—and here’s to surviving it, too.

      

      *Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed Mai Tai Murder Cruise!

      Click to grab the next book —> Hibiscus Homicide Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 3) today!

      Is that link not working for you? If you read on your phone or a tablet, click this link instead —> Hibiscus Homicide Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 3) and pick it up today!
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      My name is Trixie Troublefield, and I see ghosts. It’s sort of a new thing, and it’s more than a problem.

      

      My travel blog Suddenly Single! What a trip. is causing quite the stir among all the wrong people. But is it enough to get me killed?

      

      Have I mentioned Detective Handsome Ransom Baxter, the head of vessel security, is throwing out more than a few signs that he’s interested in me? And we might just be the ships new power couple—if we can defeat the new monkey wrench thrown in our direction.

      

      On the bright side it’s going to be eighteen glorious nights to paradise—even if we are sailing to the South Pacific with a killer.

      

      Midlife on the high seas is proving to be murder.

      See you on the high seas!

      Click to grab->  Hibiscus Homicide Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 3)  today!

      

      **Ready to read the crossover with Trixie and the gang? Then pick up Last Rites Beignet Bites and head over to Honey Hollow today!
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