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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. 

      A group called the Cancel Culture Club has set sail on the Emerald Queen. Society may not want anything to do with this unsavory bunch, but a killer is sure interested in at least one of them.

      And once that body shows up on the scene, so does a poltergeist—and that good-looking ghost just so happens to bear a striking resemblance to a certain handsome detective I’m seeing.

      Of course, I’m documenting the entire trip on my new blog, Suddenly Single—What a Trip! But in an effort to maintain some semblance of sanity, I leave out a few details—like the fact I’ve managed to stumble upon yet another corpse and exactly how hot the ghost is who was sent to help solve the murder.

      I don’t dare tell about the fact I’m itching to take the next step in my relationship with Ransom either.

      Some things are better left unsaid, and if my jumbled nerves have any vote in the matter, they might just be left undone as well.

      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 and 11 Hilo (Big Island)

      Night 12  Kona (Big Island) (Tender)

      Night 13, 14 Nawiliwili Harbor (Kauai)

      Night 15, 16, 17 time at sea!

      Day 18 Los Angeles

      Aloha!

      

      Who’s tall, dark, sexy—and looks lethal as a bullet while wearing a throwback suit from the seventies? My boyfriend.

      A smile rides up my face, unstoppable as the Los Angeles sun shining up above. Okay, so it’s almost evening in L.A., and I have never once referred to the man before me as my boyfriend—not out loud anyway— but we’re practically inseparable, and those magical kisses he doles out my way suggest we’re far more than just friends.

      My eyes ride down his body as we make our way toward one another amidst the throngs of people lining the promenade deck for the bon voyage.

      The Emerald Queen of the Seas is a massive, stately, cruise ship with the capacity to hold approximately six thousand passengers. She’s just set sail from the L.A. Harbor with her nose pointed toward the South Pacific—the Hawaiian islands to be exact—and the excitement in the air is electric.

      That denim suit from the seventies is barreling my way so effortlessly you’d think he was floating in it. And yes, I said denim—yards of pale denim accentuated with long, floppy-eared collars, paired with a slate gray shirt peeking out from underneath.

      “Hey, handsome,” I say, wrapping my arms around him as soon as he’s within reach.

      Handsome would be a play on his formal moniker, Ransom Courtland Baxter.

      He has a thick head of jet-black hair, steel blue eyes, and a body made for hunting down the bad guys, which would explain his career as the head of vessel security right here on the Emerald Queen.

      Ransom worked with the FBI on their Behavioral Analysis Unit before he retired from the feds and began a new chapter of his life, sailing the ocean blue for a living.

      “Hello yourself, beautiful.” He cocks his head while inspecting me. “Have we met?”

      A gurgle of a laugh strums from me. “Two can play at that game, stranger.” I wink his way. “What’s with the suit? Is there a costume party on board?” I run my hands up and down his back and take in the polyester feel. Ransom is practically infamous for his fitted Italian suits that he has custom-made in Italy. And believe you me, they are fitted in all the right places. They’ve been known to cause women to faint and men to scowl, but in all honesty, Ransom could do that without a stitch of clothing on—not that I’m aware of what’s happening under those stitches, at least not all of them.

      “Costume party?” He leans back a notch. “Honey, I don’t know a thing about a costume party. But now that you’ve brought it up, I’d love to see you in your birthday suit.”

      I blink up at him a moment.

      Ransom and I have yet to take that intimate step in our relationship, so I’m more than caught off guard by the quasi-carnal conversation. Not that I’m against it either, but one thing has yet to lead to another. In fact, Ransom has been nothing but a gentleman and he’s never made mention of my birthday suit before this moment.

      Although, I guess he is a man and he does have needs. Maybe this is his way of telling me that we need to take things from slow to go.

      On second thought, I am a woman, and boy, do I ever have needs myself. Lucky for me, I’m more than in the mood to take things from slow to go. I think.

      I bite down on my lip, unsure of how to respond—other than the obvious. But I’m pretty sure stripping down to nothing might land me in the brig—with Ransom and nothing but a pair of handcuffs between us.

      Oh, so tempting.

      “Well, we sure had a great time in Honey Hollow,” I start. “I mean, getting away to see your cousin was a vacation for the books, wouldn’t you say?”

      That corpse I stumbled on cinched the deal as far as cementing that trip as one for the record books. Not to mention the fact I met his cousin’s wife, Lottie Lemon, a woman who shares my ability to see the dead. Although, Ransom doesn’t know that little supernatural tidbit about me just yet, and I’m pretty sure I’d like to keep it that way from now until I’m a ghost myself. It’s not exactly something I ever thought I’d use as a personal description, and I’m slow to get behind it as a concept in general.

      “Honey what?” He looks mildly confused as he cranes his neck past me, and I glance that way to see a spindly blonde somewhere in her sixties I’d venture to guess.

      She’s a looker with birdlike features, thin lips, and short permed hair. She’s wearing a red dress that stands out like a siren and she seems to be scanning the crowd herself with a nervous twitch.

      “I’ll be back, sweetheart,” he says. “Get ready to dust off that birthday suit for me. I plan on continuing right where we left off.” He darts into the crowd, disappearing as quick as an apparition, and I stand there, stunned.

      Dust off my birthday suit? Is that a crack at my age?

      The jovial crowd around me grows that much more boisterous by the moment, imbibing in champagne as the ship charges toward the expansive blue horizon.

      I shake my head in Ransom’s wake.

      What in the world has gotten into him?

      That denim outfit?

      All that talk about my birthday suit?

      And the fact he didn’t recall Honey Hollow makes me wonder what in the heck has hijacked his mind. I bet dollars to donuts there’s some big crime ring on board, or some nefarious situation that’s threatening homeland security.

      Ransom is sharp as a tack and twice as tenacious when it comes to his job. If something has commandeered his attention, it’s for a  good reason.

      My name is Trixie Troublefield, I’m barreling toward fifty, stand at an average height of five-five, and have blonde medium-length hair with bangs. Okay, so I might have more gray hair than I do blonde these days, but who’s counting? Just a few months ago I said au revoir to my mom jeans and traded them in for an entire wardrobe of gauzy dresses that can double as a yurt. I’ve gone from restricting calories to inhaling them in mass quantities—preferably in the form of lava cake.

      Last January, my husband of twenty-five years, Stanton, surprised me by way of herding what felt like an entire cheerleading team into our bedroom—ironically wearing nothing but their birthday suits—and once I caught them all in the naked act, I kicked both him and our marriage to the curb.

      Now I’m halfway through my divorce and living on the Emerald Queen full-time as their resident art instructor. I also pen a travel blog, Suddenly Single—What a Trip! It’s sort of a throwback to the diaries of yesteryear, but this modern rendition eschews a lock and invites the general public to read along. And boy, do they ever.

      I’ve amassed quite the following of fellow divorcees who find my antics somewhat amusing. Some may hail me as their queen, but I’ve yet to put on a crown. Truth be told, I’m still feeling my way around this new Stanton-free world, and it feels as if I’m doing it with a blindfold in a room that won’t stop spinning.

      That hasn’t stopped me from spilling the details of my new life to my so-called fandom. Actually, I haven’t held back many, if any, details about my life in that so-called public diary. And my readers have made no secret of the fact they’re ravenous for more details about Handsome Ransom. But I think I’ll leave out the details of our latest hippy-inspired run-in, seeing that I’m still not quite sure what to make of it myself.

      Speaking of details, there’s one more detail about me and it’s not so average.

      I can see the dead.

      Yes. The dead. As in disembodied folk who are well past their prime and yet are living it up on the other side.

      It’s more or less a newfound quirk that started a few months back when a bottle of moonshine smacked me on the head. It’s a long, sordid story, but on the bright side, the women that were warring over that bottle are now two of my closest friends. In fact, there they are now, bustling their way over.

      Bess Chatterley is a redheaded eighty-something-year-old woman with a no-nonsense dress code that consists of sundresses and jewel-toned pantsuits. She was once a home ec teacher before her husband traded her in for a new model—several new models to be exact as he trotted around town behind her back, so she traded him in for this cruise ship.

      And by her side is Nettie Butterworth, also a woman in her eighties, but that’s where the similarities between the two end. Nettie is a free spirit with a shock of gray hair that rises above her head like a storm front, and her love of muumuus is only rivaled by her love of a good buffet. Come to think of it, her affection for culinary treats is something both she and Bess have in common, and you can add me to that delicious equation myself.

      “If it isn’t Trixie Lookin’ for Troublefield,” Nettie says as they come upon me. “Don’t tell me you’ve started hunting for a body without us.”

      Okay, so maybe Nettie’s love of muumuus and food has been slightly usurped by her love of stumbling upon bodies. And I may have stumbled upon my fair share of them, too. According to that woman I met in Honey Hollow, Lottie Lemon, my penchant for stumbling upon a corpse may be directly tied to my new ability to see the disembodied. Apparently, the universe has tagged me as some sort of a crime-fighting amateur sleuth, and boy, did the universe ever tap the wrong person for the job. I have zero desire to be roped into another active homicide investigation, let alone be the one to discover the dead.

      “Would you stop?” Bess elbows the woman who is her unofficial, rather official best friend. Bess has her crimson hair spun into a bun and she’s donned a cranberry pantsuit for the night—her usual fare for our first dinner on the ship. Both Bess and Nettie ventured out to Honey Hollow with Ransom and me. It turns out, Honey Hollow was Bess’ hometown. “We’re not finding any more corpses. I can go the rest of my life without seeing another body.”

      Nettie huffs, “Which explains the lack of action in your cabin.” She irons out the front of her pink and green muumuu with her hands. “Unlike some people, I’m actively seeking to entertain a guest later this evening. Bonus points if they’re still breathing.”

      “Good Lord.” Bess rolls her eyes just as Captain Crawford heads over with a wave.

      “Ladies.” He gives a slight bow, wearing his full captain’s regalia, white suit, lots of gold pins and buttons, and a white hat with a short navy bill that lets everyone know he’s the man in charge.

      Captain Weston Crawford Cockburn—yes, Cockburn, although he’s eschewed his formal surname and uses his middle name as such instead—and wisely so, is handsome to a fault. He’s tall, with dark hair, green eyes, and dimples. Much like Ransom, he’s in his mid-fifties with one divorce behind him. He has two grown sons, whereas Ransom has a grown daughter. Fun fact: it was Ransom’s sister that Wes divorced.

      He nods my way. “How was Honey Hollow?”

      “We found a body,” Nettie shouts as if we struck ghoulish gold. And in her eyes, it might have equaled just that.

      “Technically, I found the body,” Bess corrects. “And I was almost charged with murder, but never mind that. We’re home, in one piece, and that’s all that matters.”

      Both Bess and Nettie live on the ship full-time, and they’re the very reason I’ve taken up residence here myself. It’s not a bad deal if you can swing it, and thanks to the fat divorce settlement I’ll be receiving soon enough, I plan on swinging it until I become a corpse one day.

      “So nice to see you again, Wes,” I say, offering him a hearty embrace. Wes and I have grown quite close after just a few cruises together. He’s made it clear that he has romantic feelings toward me, but he respects the fact Ransom and I are presently seeing where things may lead. “Despite the body, we had a wonderful time in Honey Hollow, but am I ever glad to be back on the ship. I can’t wait until we hit the South Pacific and the briny air gets warmer, the sea gets bluer, and—”

      “The men wear less clothes,” Nettie finishes for me.

      Not quite where I was going, but that works, too. Just the thought of seeing Ransom in far less clothes sends a tingle down to my toes.

      That birthday suit comment comes back to me and I cringe for a moment. The only man who’s ever seen me in my birthday suit was Stanton. And judging by the fact he traded me in for several younger models, it’s safe to say he wasn’t too impressed with the couture Mother Nature gifted me.

      “What’s been going on?” I ask Wes just as he glances over his shoulder and frowns.

      “Tinsley’s been going on,” he mutters under his breath.

      Tinsley Thornton is a bronzed looker with a shock of long chestnut hair. She’s fit and fabulous, somewhere in her forties, and has more than a slight obsession with both Wes and Ransom. I’m not her favorite person, but then the feeling is pretty much mutual.

      “She’s been unstoppable,” he says. “As least as far as trying to land me horizontal.”

      “That’s because she’s done it before,” Bess points out.

      “It didn’t end well the first time,” Nettie points out as well.

      “That’s because in her eyes, it didn’t end.” He takes a deep breath. “I hate to say it, but I think at some point during this cruise, I’m going to do my best to find her someone else she can occupy her hormones with.”

      “Who you got in mind?” Nettie asks. “Let me guess. He’s tall, dark, handsome, and his name is Ransom.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I whisper to myself.

      Wes chuckles my way. “Have no fear, Trixie dear.” He winks as he says it. “I have something else in mind.”

      Tinsley crops up behind him and wraps an arm around his waist as if staking her claim.

      “Whatever it is you have in mind—” she says it low and husky, her chest doing its best to blossom right out of her white dress shirt. It’s tight and fitted, as is the navy pencil skirt she’s paired it with. It happens to be the ship’s uniform for the female crew, and I’ve always thought there is something unnecessarily sultry about it. “It had better involve me.”

      “It does.” Wes frowns as he says it. “I was just about to invite you all to the Diamond Lounge.”

      “The Diamond Lounge?” Bess gasps.

      The Diamond Lounge is one of the most exclusive, ritzy clubs that this ship contains. As I understand, it’s only used for the upper echelon and their haughty-naughty activities.

      “That’s right,” Wes says. “We’ve got a group called the Cancel Culture Club aboard and they’re kicking off the cruise with a private party. Of course, they’ve extended an invitation to my crew.”

      “The Cancel Culture Club?” I shake my head as I try to put together what it might mean.

      Tinsley nods. “It’s a group of about three dozen who have all been deemed untouchable by society after they stepped in it—metaphorically.”

      “That’s right.” Wes lifts his shoulders. “In effect, they’ve all been canceled.” He says that last word with air quotes. “It’s sort of a support group they have going, that’s congregating here on board. Shall we head to the party?”

      “We shall head there, indeed,” Bess says.

      A dark laugh bubbles from Nettie. “And I bet that’s where the body is hiding.”

      “The only body hiding there is Ransom,” Wes says, looking my way. “I’ve asked him to keep an eye on things in the event a disturbance crops up. That crowd is known for stirring up its fair share of discord.”

      We leave the party on the promenade deck and make our way to the Diamond Lounge in search of society’s newfound outcasts that have procured the ritziest room on the ship for themselves.

      I’m giddy from head to toe as we head that way, but it’s not the Cancel Culture Club I’m excited to see. It’s Handsome Ransom and those steely blue eyes of his.

      As much as I’d rather keep my birthday suit a mystery for as long as possible, here’s hoping the only body I stumble upon tonight is his.

      Although, I’ve got a dark feeling in my creaky bones that begs to differ.

      The briny scent of the sea might be in the air, but for reasons unknown to me, I smell murder afoot as well.
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      The Diamond Lounge is spacious and boasts expansive views of the Pacific through a wall of windows.

      The sun just dipped over the horizon, leaving the sky lit up in tangerine flames. The water in the distance looks silver before shifting to gradient shades of navy. Some say there’s nothing to see out there, but as an artist, I say it’s the best view in the world. Both the sky and the sea make me want to swim in them tonight.

      The interior of the Diamond Lounge consists of both sparkling onyx granite floors and walls. A row of crystal chandeliers illuminates the room, and there are small standing height tables interspersed about where thickets of bodies congregate. Light rock music streams from the speakers, and the scent of something fried and tangy tickles our senses from the buffet set up next to the bar. But it’s the people who steal the scene. With an equal mix of men and women, each and every person in the room looks far more polished and sparkling than the onyx or the chandeliers.

      “Wes, are you sure these people have been canceled?” I ask Captain Crawford as we step into their midst. “They look as if they’re at the top of their game.”

      Tinsley scoffs my way. “These people are made of money. Just because society has turned its back on them doesn’t mean they’ve been thrown out on the streets.”

      “I’ll say.” Bess chuckles. “If they’re taking a pleasure cruise to ease their troubles, they ain’t got troubles.”

      “They’ve got trouble, all right,” Nettie says, twitching her nose left and right. “I smell murder afoot.”

      That’s funny because I just had the very same thought before we left the promenade. It looks as if I’m rubbing off on Nettie. Here’s hoping she doesn’t garner the ability to see the dead or we’ll have a real problem on our hands. Although, something tells me Nettie would enjoy mingling with a spirited specter or two.

      Wes leans back to get a better look at her. “Nettie, you do realize that if something nefarious happens, I’d have to report what you’ve said.”

      Nettie waves him off. “That’s because you’re a tattletale.”

      “Don’t worry, Nettie,” a deep voice strums just as a pair of strong arms wraps themselves around my waist from behind and I turn to see daring blue eyes penetrating right through to my soul. “The only person Wes reports to is me.” He winks my way. “Speaking of reports, I’m going to have to write you up. You look stunning this evening.”

      I bite down on a smile, my cheeks burning with fire as both a chill and a thrill ride down to my toes.

      “This old thing?” I give the blue gauzy dress I’m wearing a quick pinch. “I’d hardly call it stunning.”

      “I hadn’t noticed you were wearing clothes.” His lips curl a notch.

      Are we back on the topic of my birthday suit?

      Speaking of which, I glance down to comment on his throwback accouterments and stop short.

      “You changed,” I marvel at the fact. He must have gone straight to his cabin once we parted ways, seeing that it wasn’t more than fifteen minutes ago. “And so quickly, might I add.”

      “I did?” He looks down at his dark suit and his shining silver tie. “It’s the first thing I put on this morning. I’ve been in meetings ever since. This crowd is testing my team already.” He nods to the bar. “I’d better head back.” He lands a heated kiss to my lips. “I had a great time in Honey Hollow with you.”

      “At least you remember it this time,” I tease and he looks momentarily perplexed.

      Something catches his eye at the bar once again and I follow his gaze to see his partner, Quinn Riddle.

      Quinn has long dark hair and piercing green eyes, and an overall cold disposition in life. She’s a no-nonsense gal that packs heat. She’s definitely someone who you wouldn’t want to get on her bad side. And ever since Ransom has shown more than a little interest in me, I seem to have landed on her bad side. It seems to be a petty theme with the women who are even remotely attracted to him, and seeing that just about every woman on board is wildly attracted to him, paints me as enemy number one.

      Ransom and Quinn are the two onboard detectives. Ransom is also in charge of all of the security officers on the ship as well, so it keeps him busy almost around the clock.

      “I’ll be back”—he pulls me in close, landing his lips to my ear—“and we can continue that conversation about—”

      “My birthday suit?” I whisper and he squints my way.

      “I was going to say Honey Hollow, but I’m intrigued where you might be going.” He lands another kiss to my lips. “Hold onto that thought.”

      He takes off and I look to my left where Wes and Tinsley seem to have drifted as they speak to a trio of women. Both Bess and Nettie have taken off and hit the buffet, a carnal display of seafood in its every delicious iteration. Personally, I’m eyeing the shrimp cocktail.

      The ship is notorious for serving prawns the size of your hand and I, for one, can’t wait to take a bite out of six or twelve of them. If the ship has done anything for me, it’s grown my appetite. Not only do I need three square meals to make it through the day, but I need two square meals nestled between those formal sit-downs to accommodate my budding appetite.

      Wait a minute… I glance in the direction Ransom sped off in. Did he say he’s had that suit on all day? Although, to be fair, I can see how he’d like to forget that denim disaster.

      “Trixie”—Wes waves me over and I head his way—“I’d love to introduce you to a few of our new guests. He nods to the trio of women, a blonde, a brunette, and a redhead, all of which look about my age or thereabouts. “Ladies, this is Trixie Troublefield, our resident artist. She’s only been with us a short amount of time, but each day is a whole new treasure with her in it.”

      My face heats just hearing Wes sing my praises. I know for a fact that the torch he’s holding for me is still burning bright. Which is exactly why I feel more than a little awkward.

      Tinsley clears her throat. “Don’t worry, ladies. You’ll be notified of all of the activities on board through the Seabreeze Daily Newsletter. You can have early access to it via downloading the ship’s app, and a paper version will be delivered to your cabin bright and early each morning. There are plenty of interesting things to keep you occupied here on the Emerald Queen other than drawing a few stick figures.” A satisfying smile curls her lips with the barb.

      After the nudist exposition my ex put me through, she’ll have to try a lot harder than that to offend me.

      “Well, I love art,” the blonde bubbles. Her eyes have enlarged just enough to let me know she senses the awkwardness Tinsley just brought to the jealous table. The woman’s hair is short and permed, and she has delicate features and tiny drawn-in pink frosted lips. She’s wearing a hot pink wrap dress that looks as if it’s made of the most exquisite silk, and her shoes glow in the same riot of color. “Julia Edwards.” She extends her hand to me, and I shake it. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise,” I tell her.

      Julia’s short blonde hair rings a bell, and a breath hitches in my throat.

      It’s the woman Ransom was looking at earlier on the promenade deck. I wonder what he wanted with her?

      “Jane Hunt,” the brunette wearing a peacock blue gown offers as she extends her hand my way. She has a pleasant smile, clear glossy lips, dark bushy brows that match her shoulder-length dark hair, and there’s enough mischief in her eyes to let you know she’s the instigator of the bunch. I like her already. “I’m an artist at heart myself. In fact, I brought my sketch pad. And don’t worry, Captain”—she nods his way—“I won’t leave a mark on your ship. I promise.”

      He chuckles at the thought. “Don’t hold back on my account. The ship has weathered far more than a few pen marks.”

      Yeah, like bloodshed.

      Wes shoots me a knowing look as if he heard and we share a simple nod.

      “I can’t wait to see your work,” I tell the woman.

      “Of course, I’m here for the food, too.” Jane laughs as she pats her stomach. “My mouth has been watering for a month just thinking about all the delicious meals I’m about to wolf down.”

      “Oh, you’re going to love it,” I tell her. “I was just eyeing that seafood buffet. The ship’s buffets are notoriously delicious. The Emerald Queen has a midnight buffet every single night. And don’t forget to stop by the lido deck where the Blue Water Café is located. I head there first thing every morning when I wake up and have a fresh croissant loaded with smoked gouda, eggs, and sausages. It’s something I personally put together at the breakfast bar, but I can’t get enough of it. Of course, I still head down to the formal dining room for my eggs and hollandaise sauce. Nobody can outdo the chef on that one. Then there’s a full cheesecake bar that you can’t miss that’s available all day. Lunch is fantastic in the dining room as is dinner, but don’t let that stop you from exploring one of the dozens of restaurants we have on board the ship. And in the evenings, the Blue Water Café rolls out their to-die-for masterpiece—hot mocha lava cake. If you love chocolate brownies drenched in chocolate fudge, then you’re in luck.”

      Tinsley clears her throat and shoots me a look, letting me know the tales of my culinary escapades have gone too far.

      The redhead extends her hand as well. “Nadine Dixon.” Her bright red lipstick matches her hair, but that tan dress she’s wearing looks rather demure—although from afar I can see how she would look as if she were in the nude. I can’t help the thought, I’ve got “birthday suit” on the brain. “The captain was just telling us about your blog before you stepped over. I used to run my own show, In the Know with Nadine.” Her eyes flit to the door a moment. “But anyway, it’s nice to see you’re doing so well. If the three of us can agree on anything, it’s that we love to see women succeed.”

      “Amen to that,” Jane says, tucking a dark lock behind her ear. “In fact, the three of us are embarking on a new business ve—”

      “Jane,” Julia hisses and shakes her head at the woman.

      “What?” Jane laughs it off. “Oh, come on. The whole world is going to know about it as soon as we dock back in L.A.”

      “She’s right.” Nadine shrugs before looking at Wes, Tinsley, and me. “Since life gave the three of us lemons, we’ve decided to make lemonade—thus the name of our new joint business venture, Lemonade Lipstick. We thought we’d start with the mouth since it was the undoing of so many of us.” Her eyes shift to Julia. “But we’ll be expanding with a full cosmetics line, come next year.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Julia laughs. “It’s a costly effort,” she says. “And we need to really crunch the numbers. Some of us are better at math than others.” She tips her head to Nadine and the three of them share a warm laugh.

      Jane nods. “And some of us might be colorblind.” She shakes her head at Julia. “Some of your ideas needed to be burned for the sake of humanity.” She looks my way. “Forest green lipstick shouldn’t be allowed.”

      “Believe me”—Julia says, lifting a finger—“we need to think outside the box or we’ll be in a box—a financial casket to be exact.” She does a double take near the door. “And here comes someone I’d love to see in a casket.”

      We look in that direction to see a handsome man, tall, with dark hair, large somewhat bulging eyes, a prominent forehead, and sharp chin. He’s dressed in a white ruffled shirt, paired with dark suede pants, both of which he’ll want to chuck overboard once we hit the Tropics.

      The weather in L.A. is mild, but give it three days and the humidity will be hugging you to the point you’ll wish your birthday suit was removable.

      There go thoughts of my birthday suit again…

      I give a quick glance around for Ransom, but before I can thoroughly inspect the place, that man in the suede pants is upon us.

      “Ladies.” He nods to the three of them. “So nice to see you here.”

      “Please,” Julia groans. “Captain”—she nods to Tinsley and me as well—“this thorn in my side is Travis Weatherly.”

      “The Travis Weatherly?” Wes looks taken aback. “I’m a big fan of your work.”

      The man chuckles, and soon they’re locked in a conversation that revolves around football.

      For years my brain has been programmed to shut off when talk of sports takes the spotlight. It’s not entirely my ex’s fault— my father played a huge role in that himself. He would hog the television on most nights watching any sport he could scream his head off to. The entire neighborhood knew when my father’s team was losing.

      “I need air.” Julia stalks off and Jane gives a nervous laugh in her wake.

      “Please excuse her.” Jane wrinkles her nose at Tinsley and me. “Julia and Travis are practically at war. To be honest, I’m shocked she invited him.”

      Nadine nods. “It was Julia who curated the guest list.”

      “I’m off to the bar,” Jane says. “Nice to meet you ladies. And Trixie, you can bet I’ll be in one of your art classes, if not all.”

      Nadine catches her by the arm. “Why don’t you get a drink for Julia and me as well? We’ll meet you on the balcony.”

      Jane agrees, and soon the two of them disappear together.

      “They all seem so well put together,” I say to Tinsley as the crowd blossoms in size.

      “Yes, well, you know what they say, even a decapitated chicken can fake normal.”

      “Unless I’ve been living under a rock, nobody says that,” I point out. “What’s the story with the three of them?”

      “The blonde with the bad perm, Julia Edwards? If you don’t know who she is, you really have been living under a rock. She’s a huge pop star, or at least she was. She had a reality show that followed her tour last year. Julia is a real dog lover, so she showcased her standard poodles. She has a small army of them. Anyway, it was standard poodle this, standard poodle that, and soon there was an outcry over the lack of canine diversity.”

      “Really?”

      She nods. “Anyway, the cat lovers weren’t going to sit around and keep silent either. They started picketing at her concerts and, well, Julia being Julia wrote a song about how cat lovers belonged in cages. The next thing you know, she’s receiving death threats and her sponsors pulled out of her tour. She lost millions of followers on all her socials, and now she’s a washed-up has-been. Don’t tell anyone, but I still love her music—especially that cat song.”

      “You would,” I mutter. “What about the other two?”

      “Jane Hunt?” Tinsley rolls her eyes. “She was a high and mighty influencer. You know the type, a company sends them a bucket full of free stuff and they pretend to like it? She has a legion of loyal followers. Anyway, it turns out, no one was sending her anything. She was purchasing the pricey products herself, photographing herself with them, and then returning everything. She was a nobody that no one wanted anything to do with then—and she’s a nobody that no one wants anything to do with now. Not only that, but she’s a fraud. Her name has become synonymous with being a fake. If someone tells you that you’re so Jane Hunt, it’s not a compliment.”

      “Ouch.”

      “And then there’s Nadine.” She shakes her head. “All she did was treat her staff like trash. Someone labeled her a toxic person, and that was the end of her talk show and her life as she knew it.”

      “They all seem to be adjusting pretty well,” I say. “I mean, they’re starting a new business.”

      “Please. No one in their right mind is going to buy a single product from them. Maybe in some third-world country where no one has heard of them, but seeing that every human on the planet has a smartphone in their pocket, I doubt even that. It might as well be a lemonade stand they’re opening. And with an appropriate name for their business at that.” She glances past me. “As for Travis Weatherly…”—her lips twitch as she cranes her neck past me—“I think I’ll fight the captain for his attention. Who knows? It might even make the captain a little jealous to see it.”

      She darts off as the party hits its zenith. Soon enough, the Diamond Lounge seems to shrink ten times in size as bodies bump up against one another.

      Try as I might to make my way to the buffet, I’m one salmon that can’t seem to swim her way upstream, so I go with the current and end up near the balcony doors.

      I spot Julia out there by the railing, but Jane and Nadine are nowhere in sight. Instead, she’s having a rather heated-looking argument with Travis Weatherly. She’s gesticulating wildly while cradling a bright blue drink in her hand. And judging by how heated it looks, Tinsley would be a welcome interruption. But something tells me Travis might be wearing Julia’s cocktail before that happens.

      Once again, I try my hardest to make my way to the buffet, but a cast of thousands is having a go at it at the moment. Even if I do eventually make my way there, I doubt there will be anything left. Thank goodness dinner is in less than an hour. I can’t go more than that long between meals once I’m back on the ship—or apparently off of it. I may have eaten my way through Honey Hollow. But in my defense, Lottie Lemon had a bakery filled with delectable delights.

      Another fifteen minutes pass and I can’t find Bess, Nettie, or Ransom.

      A tall, dark-haired looker catches my eye from the back of the room and my mouth falls open.

      It’s Ransom and he’s got that denim suit on again.

      “What in the world?” A laugh gets caught in my throat. Maybe it’s one of those reversible numbers that has a different look depending which side you have facing out?

      He winks my way and I laugh out loud.

      He was pulling my leg. He knew what I was talking about all along.

      I push my way through the crowd and head to the darkened corner of the room, but Ransom seems to have vanished. It’s so dim back here you can hardly see your hand in front of your face, not to mention there aren’t three people in the near vicinity.

      As I turn to leave, my foot catches and I fall onto something soft and pink. My right hand does its best to stabilize me and it lands over something damp and spongy. I look over and to my horror, a face is staring back at me.

      “Oh my word,” I wail. “I’m so sorry,” I say, struggling to get to my knees. “Can I help you up?” I offer as that face comes into focus, but the woman doesn’t move one notch. Her eyes stare out vacantly as a thin line of blue liquid runs from her mouth.

      The bad blonde perm, those birdlike features. I know exactly who this is.

      I reach for her wrist and search for a pulse, but there isn’t one.

      A shrill scream comes from me in response.

      Julia won’t be making lemonade out of the lemons life has handed her.

      Julia Edwards is dead.
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      Another sharp scream drills from my throat, and this time Bess and Nettie appear next to me, glowing like a couple of disembodied faces.

      It’s dark in this corner of the Diamond Lounge. The Cancel Culture Club welcome party is still underway, and I’ve just found one of their own lying on the floor, nonresponsive and without a pulse.

      “It’s Julia,” I pant to the women before me. “She’s dead. Please, we have to find Ransom.”

      “You found another corpse without us?” Nettie grouses. “Some friend you’ve turned out to be. Greedy is as greedy does. I should have known by the way you hog those lava cakes at night.”

      “Would you hush?” Bess swats her. “This is no time to discuss Trixie’s greedy eating habits.” She shrugs my way. “You could save a lava cake or two for other people once in a while.”

      My mouth falls open as I look at the woman.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll text Ransom,” Bess says, reaching for her phone, prompting me to do the same.

      I turn on the flashlight app and quickly scan the poor woman’s face. Julia is pale as paper. The only color on her flesh is a trace of blue liquid streaming from the corner of her lips. Her fixed gaze locks onto mine and it feels like a sucker punch, so I force myself to look away.

      Not two feet from her right hand is a glass tipped on its side with a few residual drops of a blue cocktail spilling from it. Lipstick is imprinted along the rim at various points and the ice in the glass is quickly melting.

      Without hesitation, I take a few pictures of the glass and the woman along with the immediate vicinity.

      “Nothing like capturing the moment for when you’re craving a little nostalgia,” Nettie chuffs.

      “Trust me, I’ll never get nostalgic over death,” I pant just as Ransom lands beside me and checks the woman for a pulse.

      “What the hell happened?” he asks, wild-eyed as his gaze meets with mine.

      I’m about to answer when I note his denim suit has done another disappearing act. That’s the second time this evening—and in a short span of time at that. I’d like to know what the heck is going on myself.

      “You’ve changed again?” I ask, stunned by the spontaneous fashion show Ransom seems to be putting on. An odd question granted, seeing that there’s a dead body between us.

      “Hear that?” Nettie elbows Bess. “She’s talking menswear, and you said there’s no time to discuss greed.”

      Bess huffs, “Now that you mention it, on the hierarchy of a dead woman’s needs, greed does hit a touch higher on the list than fashion.” The whites of her eyes dart my way. “Why in the world would you care if he’s changed his clothes at a time like this?”

      Ransom quirks a brow while inputting something into his phone. “I’m wondering the same thing.”

      Nettie slaps her hands together as if she’s had the epiphany of the century. “It’s a diversion!” She wags a crooked finger at me. “I knew it. You did the deadly deed. In fact, I bet you’ve been the killer all along.”

      “I’m not the killer,” I say to Ransom. “Don’t you dare put me on the suspect list.”

      “He may not, but I will if I have to,” a female voice bleats from above and we look up to find Quinn Riddle with her dark hair pulled back so tight her skin is taut and without lines or wrinkles. A styling device I might be moved to try myself one day. I may never want to go under the knife, but I’m not opposed to a temporary face lift. “What’s going on?” She shines the light from her phone over the scene and moans. “Not another one.”

      “It’s another one, all right,” Nettie growls. “And good ol’ Trixie here didn’t even have the decency to let us watch her take the woman down.”

      “Would you stop? I didn’t kill her.” It comes out defensive as I look to both Ransom and Quinn. “And furthermore, this might not be a homicide. She could have died of natural causes.”

      “I’d surmise the same thing,” Quinn says.

      “Thank you.” I give an indignant huff to the others.

      “But”—Quinn lifts a finger my way—“seeing that you’re on the scene, I’d beg to differ. I’ll call security to cordon off the area and drain the room.”

      Ransom helps me to my feet just as Captain Crawford arrives.

      “What’s going on?” he pants, winded from the jog over.

      “Another one bites the dust,” Nettie offers. “Trixie the Exterminator strikes again.”

      My lips part, but I’m too flabbergasted to offer up a comeback.

      “Do not call her that,” Bess reprimands her old friend. “She’s more of a skilled assassin.”

      My jaw unhinges, and yet I’m still too stymied to defend my honor.

      “Trixie?” The captain’s eyes double in size.

      I shake my head at him. “She may have passed out and hit her head. I’m betting that’s what happened. The human temple is one of the most tender areas on the human body. You’d be surprised by how many deaths occur each year from a simple fall.”

      “And she’s rife with justification,” Nettie mummers.

      Bess nods. “And good ones at that. We should watch our backs.”

      “And our temples,” Nettie points out.

      I huff at the thought, “Really?”

      Nettie winks my way, assuring me we’re still friends, or in the least still on for a lava cake raid of the Blue Water Café later tonight. And judging by the lethal trajectory my night has taken, I’ll need six or twelve to calm me down. That might sound greedy as Nettie pointed out, but when I get stressed out, I feel the need for chocolate and carbs and that lava cake happens to specialize in both.

      “Attention, one and all!” Quinn flashes her badge at the crowd. “Please exit the Diamond Lounge immediately. We have a situation that needs to be handled delicately.”

      Soft murmurs and light screams erupt as the rock music continues to bleat overhead.

      Ransom nods my way. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

      Wes steps in close. “I’d like to know myself. That’s Julia Edwards,” he says as if I had the nerve to bump off one of the most popular, or rather unpopular, celebrities of all time.

      I make a face at him before looking at Ransom. “I don’t know. I saw you standing back here and—”

      “You saw me?” His finger freezes, poised over his phone as he stops midflight from taking notes.

      “Yes, you,” I say. “You were wearing that weird denim suit again.”

      “Denim?” Wes hikes a brow.

      I nod his way. “He’s been changing all night from that to what he has on now.” I shake my head over at Ransom. “This is such a better look on you. I know I asked earlier, but are you sure there’s not a costume party on board?”

      Ransom lifts his chin a notch and inspects me. “Captain, I think we need to seize the bar. And I’ll make sure to have all the drinks scattered around the room traced for hallucinogenics. The deceased has a drink at her fingertips, and Mrs. Troublefield here might be feeling the ill effects from something she ingested as well.”

      “Mrs. Troublefield?” I balk just as Nettie and Bess scuttle our way. “My formal moniker, really? This coming from the man who just asked to see me in my birthday suit?” The words slip from my mouth without meaning to and I gasp. It’s too late now. Lord knows that’s one verbal sandwich I can’t un-eat.

      “Birthday suit?” Wes growls at Ransom with a threat.

      “I don’t recall this conversation.” Ransom’s brows swoop in like two birds in flight as he inspects me further. “When did you say this happened?”

      “Tonight. Out on the promenade deck when you were wearing that suit.” I shake my head at him. “Why are you denying it?”

      “Because it didn’t happen,” he says so matter-of-factly, I’m moved to believe him.

      “Something is definitely happening,” Bess says. “Why don’t we get some air,” she says, hooking her arm to mine. “Don’t say another word,” she mumbles through the side of her lips like a seasoned ventriloquist. “I know his type. Anything you do or say will be held against you.”

      “I know his type, too,” Nettie says, hooking her arm to mine on the other side. “If you’re lucky, he’ll hold it all against you in the dark. And if you’re really lucky, he’ll leave the lights on and set up a camera.”

      And just like that, I’m escorted from the scene of the crime.

      I glance back, only to find Ransom with those ocean blue eyes of his still trained on me.

      He looks angry and worried for me all at the same time.

      What just happened between us?

      What just happened to that poor woman?

      And why am I to blame for both?
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      The night air on the balcony just outside the Diamond Lounge is cool and breezy as the ship continues to sail south, seemingly following the trail of moonlight dancing on the water before us.

      “We did it,” Nettie pants as we weave our way through a thicket of people, all of whom look shell-shocked by what’s transpired inside. “We escaped justice—for now.”

      “For now is right,” Bess wheezes. “Trixie, we really need to find you another hobby. Tripping over a dead body isn’t a good look on you—or me by proxy.”

      “Did you say dead body?” Tinsley crops up with that sportscaster, Travis Weatherly, glued to her side. “I knew it,” she hisses my way. “You’re really living up to your name, Trixie Troublefield. Who’d you off this time?”

      “Someone died?” A look of horror grips Travis as he turns his head toward the lounge. “It’s Julia, isn’t it? She said it was coming.” He takes off in that direction before anyone can stop him.

      “She knew she was going to die?” I practically choke on the words. “Then it was murder for sure.”

      Nettie shakes her head. “We can’t verify that until you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “What ghost?” Tinsley squints over at us as the string lights overhead blink on and off for a moment as if they were verifying a poltergeist presence themselves.

      Bess swats her gray-headed bestie on the arm. “There is no ghost,” she assures Tinsley.

      Bess and Nettie are the only two people on the ship who know about my supernatural foible. Not even my own bestie, Elodie Abernathy, who manages the Queen’s Mall, knows about my dalliances with the dead.

      Tinsley narrows her dark eyes over mine. “Don’t you dare start rumors on that silly little blog of yours that this ship is haunted. The last thing we need is a bunch of paranormal lunatics sounding the alarm. Not only will our level-headed guests refuse to ride with us, but we’ll become a ghost hunter’s dream—and a nightmare in every other capacity. You’ve done enough damage to the Emerald Queen as it stands. I’m putting in a request to Captain Crawford to have you removed from payroll. You’re a danger to the guests and the staff alike. If Ransom is wise, he’ll throw you overboard himself.” She nods to Bess and Nettie. “Word to the wise: you keep hanging out with this one and you might just find yourselves on the bottom of the ocean yourselves.” She stalks off into the crowd, and I breathe a sigh of relief. A false sense of relief, but nonetheless.

      “Nettie, we can’t tell anyone about my special abilities to see the dead,” I say just as a familiar brunette steps into our midst.

      “So it’s true.” Jane Hunt stands clutching at her chest. Her lips quiver as she inspects me, and I can’t help but note a trace of blue liquid over her right arm. “Julia is dead.”

      For as sad as that is, I’m glad she’s still clueless to the fact I can see the dead in the disembodied sense.

      I nod. “I’m so sorry. I just found her lying there.” I glance down at her right arm again and a sense of dread fills me. “Um…do you know if Julia had any allergies?” I ask as I pull my phone from my pocket without being noticed.

      “Allergies?” She winces out at the Pacific. “I don’t know. I mean, Nadine might have a clue. But Julia never mentioned anything to me.” She cranes her neck into the crowd and I covertly snap a few pictures of her arm with damning traces of blue running over her pale skin.

      Bess and Nettie nod my way as the woman takes a step into the crowd and waves.

      In a few moments, Nadine is upon us.

      “What the heck just happened to my party?” the redhead balks. “I just stepped over to my room for five minutes and I come back to this nightmare? We just can’t take this crowd anywhere. They’re nothing but a bunch of self-serving lowlifes who will do anything, and I mean anything, for attention.” She shouts that last bit out into the night air and a handful of people turn our way.

      “Stop it,” Jane reprimands her. “It’s Julia. Something horrible happened to her—she’s dead. Do you know if she had allergies?”

      “Julia?” Nadine stops cold and frowns toward the lounge. “Our sweet Julia? Dead?” She shakes her head. “No. I mean, I don’t know about any allergies. She ate everything from shellfish to peanuts while she was with us.” She nods my way. “Both happened to be in the Thai food we had just a few nights ago. But maybe she did have an allergy or two, I have no clue.” She bats her lashes at Bess and Nettie. “I’ve never asked one of my friends about their allergies.” Tears come, and soon both women are comforting one another.

      Jane glares in the direction of the back of the lounge. “Julia is gone—and so are all of her secrets.”

      The dinner bell goes off and they migrate back into the crowd as Bess, Nettie, and I exchange a dark look.

      “Did you hear that?” I hiss.

      Nettie nods. “We’ve got less than fifteen minutes to work up an appetite.”

      “No, not that,” I say. “The other thing.”

      Bess shivers. “Jane seems sure that Julia had a few secrets. I bet they were deadly secrets, too.”

      “They were deadly indeed,” I say as I stare off in the direction Jane took off in.

      “Who’s hungry?” Nettie asks while patting her belly. “This girl, that’s who. I’ll see you ladies in the formal dining room. We’ll talk murder for dinner, then suspects for dessert. It’s shaping up to be a great cruise already.” She darts off and Bess calls for her to wait.

      “I’d better catch up with her before she does something goofy like hopping onto the ice sculpture and confessing to murder.” She rolls her eyes. “She’s done it before.”

      Bess takes off after her, and I hold myself as the night air whistles around me.

      There’s another body on the ship. There very well might be a killer on board. Not to mention that Ransom is acting so strange. And here I thought I knew him well enough by now. But if twenty-five years of marriage have taught me anything, it’s you can never really know another person.

      A glimmer of light illuminates from my right, and I look to find Ransom standing near the railing looking back at the Diamond Lounge with a pensive expression. But it’s not that pensive expression that has me more than mildly alarmed. It’s the fact he’s wearing that denim suit again.

      A breath hitches in my throat as I inspect him like this, and I’m just about to take photographic evidence of the fashion malfeasance when he steps in the direction of the lounge and evaporates into a spray of miniature blue stars.

      A loud gasp escapes me.

      Julia Edwards may have had her secrets, but apparently so does Ransom.

      And that little disappearing act he just did begs the question—is Ransom Baxter a ghost?

      And yet the answer is all too clear.
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      Another death.

      Another murder?

      Maybe.

      Maybe not.

      So far all of the homicides the universe has dropped off at my doorstep come complete with a ghost. A ghost whose soul duty is to help bring in the killer. At least that’s exactly what Lottie told me would happen when we spoke about our shared and rather unwanted talent—seeing the dead.

      Actually, there’s an official name for our magical misfortune. Apparently, I’m something referred to as transmundane, further classified as supersensual—which means I can see through to the other side.

      Come to find out, many other supernatural abilities fall under the transmundane umbrella that concern things like seeing into tomorrow, reading people’s minds, and perhaps the worst curse of all—time travel.

      It’s safe to say I’ve escaped a fire with that one. And to be honest, seeing the dead hasn’t been all that bad. But I’ve only got a handful of poltergeists under my belt so far, and shockingly a couple of those were animals.

      It's seven-thirty in the morning as I step off the gold glittering elevator onto the lido deck. There’s nothing like the energy on the first morning of a cruise that brings just about every passenger out of their cabins no matter how groggy they may be. The ship functions like a small city, so there’s plenty to do no matter how early or late.

      I’m just about to head in the direction of the Blue Water Café when something pale and blue catches the corner of my eye and I gasp at the sight.

      “It’s you,” I hiss as I march on over to the darkened alcove where a glowing apparition looks far too sexy for his denim britches.

      Ransom Baxter sheds a curved smile, but that gleam in his luminescent eyes lets me know there’s a darker intent brewing inside him.

      “What in the heck is going on?” I ask as I pull him deeper into the dimly lit corridor, which in turn turns his body into the equivalent of a fluorescent light bulb. “Are you a ghost?”

      There goes the first stupid question of what I’m guessing will be many.

      He frowns at me a moment. “Yes, I’m a ghost. I thought you were a pro at this.”

      “A pro?” I blink back at the man before me. “Ransom, I thought I knew you. This is a very big, dead deal. Why are you playing coy? Why didn’t you just come out and tell me? And for goodness’ sake, what happened to you? And why are you in this strange suit?”

      “I died in this suit,” he says, dusting off his sleeves. “And I rather like it.”

      “You died in this suit? Ransom, what happened?”

      “Ransom…” He cocks his head a moment. “Ah, yes.” That nefarious gleam is back in his eyes. “Hit and run. Drunk driver. I had just stepped out of the country club and was struck in the lot—by a good friend of mine no less. He felt pretty bad about it.”

      “I don’t get it. How are you here, on this ship? We just saw your cousin in Honey Hollow. And he didn’t flinch at the thought of seeing you, and Lottie said he couldn’t see ghosts. In fact, everyone can see you just fine.”

      “I can assure you, no one in Honey Hollow knows about my early demise. Nevertheless, you do.” He cups my cheeks and I marvel at how solid he feels. “What room are you in? I searched all night and couldn’t find a trace of your luscious body. This place is a zoo with far too many enclosures.”

      “My cabin? Same one as last time. Fourteenth floor nestled between Bess and Nettie.” I quickly rattle off my cabin number to him in the event he wants to visit my so-called luscious body.

      Wait. What am I saying? The fact Ransom Baxter is dead changes everything. For starters, he doesn’t quite have a luscious body of his own, does he?

      “I’ll make note of that,” he says, sniffing my hair. “I’m craving some alone time with you. We’ll talk about Julia’s murder”—he brushes a kiss over my lips and it feels oddly banal—“among other things.”

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head up at him as my heart does its best to pound its way out of my body. “You’re dead, Ransom. I’m pretty sure there are celestial laws about, you know, humans and disembodied beings doing well, things they probably shouldn’t be doing.” The fact he’s dead isn’t just some hurdle we’ll have to get over, it’s a stumbling block the size of a casket.

      “Celestial laws against doing things together?” He lands another heated kiss to my lips. “I have a feeling we should very much be doing anything we like.” He winks. “And we will. Get that birthday suit ready for its big debut.”

      With that, he dissipates in a thousand miniature pale denim stars, and my entire body shudders in his wake.

      This can’t be real.

      Ransom and I have something real.

      Or at least I thought we did.

      Apparently, the only reason he was attracted to me was my penchant for seeing the dead, and the reason for that is because he’s dead himself.

      I’m not sure I could forgive him for keeping something so big from me all these months. I mean, being dead is something you don’t casually throw out after several months of knowing one another—not to mention just moments before what was supposed to be the big birthday suit reveal.

      And was the word big a dig at my weight?

      Not that I care at this point.

      And not that I’m going to let that stop me from starting this day off right either.

      Nothing comes between my first breakfast and me. Or second breakfast.

      Not even death.
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      I head into the Blue Water Café, a large pristine casual dining restaurant with numerous buffet stations strewn about, featuring everything from sweet to savory.

      The floors are comprised of creamy marble, the buffet offerings are presented on enormous brass structures with enough glass sneeze guards to outfit every window on this ship. But it’s the endless culinary treats, the lard sculptures of pineapples and dolphins—yes lard, but since we’re not actually eating the sculptures, it’s a forgivable sin—and the massive fruit topiaries that steal the show.

      I quickly put together a fresh croissant with eggs and sausages, snap up a few waffles, and land a heap of fresh strawberries on them along with a dollop of whipped cream before picking up my coffee and henpecking for a seat.

      To my surprise, I see one of the women that was with poor Julia last night. It’s the redhead, Nadine Dixon.

      After I retired to my cabin last night, I did a little research on all of the women I met, including that Travis person. Apparently, true to Tinsley’s word, Julia was a huge pop star and rumors of her death are already swirling on the internet. Nadine here was a pretty big deal herself with her now-infamous reality show.

      I scuttle her way. “You mind if I share a seat?” I ask before placing my tray down and she motions for me to do it.

      “Please, this place is packed,” she insists. “I don’t know where else you’d find a space to stand, let alone sit.” She moves her purse from the chair in front of me and I fall into it without hesitation.

      Nadine has on a blue shift, and her red hair is pulled into a bun, extenuating her sculpted cheekbones and prominent nose. Her eyes are laced with red tracks and her skin looks blotchy as if she were up all night crying.

      I’m sure she was.

      “Travis was supposed to meet me here for breakfast.” She picks up her phone and frowns at it for a moment. “But I think I’ve been stood up. Not a big deal. Everyone is out of sorts. He was probably up all night like me. This trip has already turned into a big fiasco.”

      “I’m so sorry about your loss. I’m sure as soon as the coroner has a chance to inspect your friend, we’ll know what really happened. I mean, like I said last night, she could have had an allergy to seafood—and that room was swimming in it.”

      “Oh no, this wasn’t anything natural that took Julia down.” She rolls her eyes. “Every last member of that corrosive club we’re in has been getting steady death threats over the last few months. That’s one of the reasons we took this ridiculous cruise to begin with.” She wrinkles her nose as she glances at the throngs of people swarming around us. “No offense to you or the ship, but we’re used to a more private affair like a chartered yacht. But well, none of us were in the financial boat to pitch for that, no pun intended.”

      “I get it. Life can change on a dime. Mine did, and that’s what landed me here to begin with. So you really think there’s a killer on board?”

      She gives a nervous glance around before nodding. “And they could be after more of us. For all I know, that lethal drink could have been meant for me.”

      “You think they laced her drink?”

      “What else could it have been? I saw her lying there with blue liquid spilling from her mouth. It doesn’t take a genius to draw a straight line. Besides, there were a lot of people in that room last night. It would have been simple to land something in it. The suspect list is endless.”

      “I guess you’re right. And I saw the same thing with the blue liquor.” I wince as the memory of Julia lying there takes the forefront of my mind. “So you think someone boarded the ship with the expressed intent to kill her?”

      “I don’t know about that.” She tips her head to the side. “I mean, like I said, we’ve all received our fair share of death threats. That could have been meant for me. They could still come after me or any one of us in that loser society we’ve landed ourselves in. I have two kids, you know.” She plants a hand over her chest. “Sure, they’re in their twenties, but they still need me.”

      “Believe me, I know. I have two kids myself. A boy and a girl. Twenty-four and twenty-one. My son, Parker, is in grad school abroad, and my daughter, Abbey, is finishing up her bachelors back in Maine. That’s where I’m originally from. The truth is, our kids stay our kids no matter how old they get. They’ll always need us, and we’ll always need them.”

      “You said it.” She lifts her coffee my way. “But I’ve always had nannies and the like. And now my kids have their own lives—their own thriving social media fans. They still need me, of course—for the money.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Well, I know how that goes, too.” I laugh. “But soon enough, they’ll be on their own and figuring out life and finances just like the rest of free society.”

      “Maybe your kids will be just like the rest of free society, but mine will never stop suckling off the teat of my bank account.” She sighs into her coffee. “I can’t blame them. When you’re in the spotlight the way they are, it takes a lot of upkeep, the clothes, the makeup, the shoes, the jewelry, the expensive vacations, the private jets. It’s exhausting to think about.”

      “I’ll say.” My kids will never know those things, and I’m a touch proud of it, too.

      “Anyway, I don’t know where Travis is.” She blows out a breath at the hungry breakfast crowd. “We’re supposed to come up with a game plan on how to tackle this murderous situation we’ve landed in.” She checks her phone once again. “He said meet me at Minty’s at seven-thirty and here it’s almost eight.”

      “Minty’s is located near the atrium,” I tell her. “I’m sorry to say it, but you’re at the wrong location.”

      “What?” She scoops up her purse in haste. “I knew everything about this trip was going to be a bad idea. This place is so big, not only will I need security detail, I’ll need a chaperone just so I don’t end up inadvertently walking the plank.” She jumps out of her seat, and I hold up a finger.

      “Nadine, is there anyone in Julia’s private circle who had something against her?”

      She sniffs as she looks around. “I don’t know. You can ask Jane. She was closer to Julia than I was. They were always whispering about something, colluding.” She rolls her eyes again. “I’m sure she can help.” She takes a deep breath before leaning in. “There were whispers about a secret. They may have even shared a few. I don’t know what that was about or if it would lead to something so dark as murder. But well, if I’ve learned anything over the past few years, it’s that you can never be too sure of who you can trust.”

      “I’ve learned that myself,” I say as she takes off, and in her wake I spot my blonde bestie, Elodie Abernathy. She’s a pithy beauty who originally hails from South Africa and has enough tales from the testosterone side that could make any brothel blush. It’s a badge she wears proudly, and I’ve never judged her for it.

      “I hear your killer instincts are on a roll,” she says, landing in the seat opposite of me with her coffee in tow.

      Elodie’s pale as butter hair is clipped close around her neck, she has a pert nose, full hot pink lips, and blue eyes that are laden with wanton lust for the males among us. She’s dressed in her uniform—white blouse and navy pencil skirt—and has her nametag on display for all to see with the letters of her moniker in all caps and her country of origin labeled just below that.

      I met Elodie at the Queen’s Mall during my first cruise, and we’ve been fast friends ever since.

      “I wish my killer instincts would have stayed in Maine with my ex.”

      “So go back and visit, bring the Grim Reaper with you,” she’s quick to suggest the killer move. “Then we’ll have a real party.” She toasts me with her coffee. “Enough about death. I want to talk about life, as in your sex life. What happened with Ransom during your getaway to Hippy Hollow?” She waggles her brows in anticipation.

      “Honey Hollow. And spoiler alert? We had separate bedrooms, and it stayed that way for the entire duration. But I wouldn’t read too much into that. There was a body I stumbled upon, and, well, Bess almost got arrested for murder. It was a big mess for a while, but we managed to get it wrapped up in time to make it back to the ship.”

      Her jaw unhinges. “Are you serious? What are you, some sort of bad luck charm or something? Don’t answer that. You’re here now, and so is he. You’re both seemingly serious about one another, and you’re both adults. Jump in the sack already, would you? And if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate it if you took a few notes. My bedroom routine could use a jumpstart, and everybody knows Ransom has more than a few tricks up his sleeve, or should I say down his pants?”

      Just the thought of what he might have lurking in his ghostly pants makes me hold my breath for a moment too long. Elodie doesn’t know about my own ghostly secret. It’s bad enough Bess and Nettie are in on it. And as far as I’m concerned, I’d like to keep the secret down to two.

      “Elodie”—I lean in—“have you ever thought there was anything odd about Ransom?”

      She’s known him for a lot longer than I have, seeing that they’ve been living on the ship for years together. The reason Elodie never went after Ransom is because she said they were too much alike—they were both notorious players when it comes to the opposite sex.

      But since Ransom has met me, well, he’s stopped all of his womanizing, which might explain his newfound quest to see me in my birthday suit. I’m guessing a man like Ransom can only handle a dry spell for so long.

      “Odd?” She squints out of a nearby window. “Sorry to say it, but the only odd thing about Ransom is the fact he took himself off the meat market. He never struck me as the type to settle down. But along came you.” She lifts her mug my way once again.

      “So you’ve never seen him in, say, a denim suit? Or with a peculiar glow to his skin?”

      She wiggles her shoulders. “Sounds kinky.”

      “It’s kinkier than you know.”

      “Don’t sweat the kinky stuff. That just comes with the territory with a man like that. I should know, I’m a woman like that.” She collects her coffee and stands. “But don’t get too kinky. I’d hate to see either one of you end up dead. And at the rate you’re racking up bodies, that just might be a possibility. Oh, and don’t be too surprised if a delivery of racy lingerie mysteriously appears in your cabin.” She takes off with a wink and my mouth falls open in her wake.

      She’s right. At the rate I’m racking up bodies, I might just end up as another corpse in the pile. I would have disputed the notion, but let’s face it, my mortal demise is probably not all that far off in the distance. And according to those miniature stars that follow Ransom around as of late, he’s already met his.

      Ransom Baxter is a ghost. And a randy ghost at that.

      I’ll admit, I had a lot of expectations when I moved onto the ship, but having a dead boyfriend was nowhere on the list.

      Now a dead ex-husband? Well, that was more or less a dark fantasy.

      But at the moment, there’s another dead body that’s cluttering up my mind—Julia Edwards.

      I give a quick glance around at the bustling café.

      According to Nadine, Jane Hunt knew the woman best. They may have even shared a secret or two.

      And I’m not going to stop until I know every last one of them.

      A part of me wishes I never knew Ransom’s deep, dark secret.

      But I do, and because of it, everything has been turned on its disembodied ear.
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      I can’t find Jane Hunt anywhere, and believe me, I’ve hunted.

      “She was a no-show at the art classes I’ve instructed for the last three days,” I tell Bess, Nettie, and Ransom as we wait for our appetizers to arrive on this, the third night of the cruise.

      “I’ve scoured the ship’s many pools—twenty-three, not counting the dozens of hot tubs,” I continue. “I’ve checked the ice skating rink, the skeet shooting deck, did a thorough investigation of the soft-serve ice cream bar and the frozen yogurt station—the most delicious inspection yet. They added two new toppings, toasted coconut and miniature malt balls, which I may have overdone it with. Anyway, I did a mall-crawl through the ship’s boutiques, even did a little snooping via guest relations and found out Jane has first seating at dinner just like us. But alas, I couldn’t find her on any of the three floors of the main dining room.” The very room we’re seated in now—first floor adjacent to an ice sculpture of a hula girl crowned with a wreath of glorious pink hibiscus. “She was a no-show at all of the entertainment venues.” The ship’s Broadway-worthy musicals cast a spell on me every single time, and I’ve been known to sneak into the show for the second-seating diners as well. “Even the magician who packs them in at the comedy club hasn’t seen the likes of her. I’ve scoured high and low, stalked even the darkest, most exotic nooks and crannies of this ship, and peeked in the most innocuous places. Jane Hunt simply cannot be found.”

      Not that Julia Edwards is on the ship either. Wes let me know a couple of days ago that port authorities had arranged to pick up her body and she was taken back to Los Angeles. She’s in the hands of the coroner’s office now, and I can hardly wait to hear what that savvy forensics team has to say.

      Ransom frowns my way, and in doing so it makes him that much more lethally handsome.

      So not fair.

      He’s donned a dark inky suit and that jet-black hair of his gleams in the light.

      In truth, I’ve been avoiding him for the last few days. Not a hard thing to do, seeing that he’s been so busy with the case this is his first night at the table with us since we’ve sailed. Suffice it to say, he hasn’t paid a single ghostly visit to my cabin since that last conversation we had, and secretly I’m a bit relieved.

      He nods my way. “Maybe you should take that as a sign not to pursue matters any further with Jane Hunt or anyone else you might deem as a suspect.”

      Nettie gasps. “Go on, Trixie, tell him you’re not going to let a man tell you what you can and can’t do.”

      “Not this again,” Bess groans. “I’m sorry, but I’m siding with Ransom. Trixie, let’s leave this investigation to the professionals.” She hitches her head his way. “Besides, the suspect on your list is a woman. And if anyone knows how to get what he wants out of a woman, it’s Ransom Baxter.”

      “Exactly.” Ransom’s lips curl at the tips. “Leave this one to the pros and enjoy the rest of your cruise.”

      “I’ll enjoy my cruise when I know for certain there isn’t a killer on board,” I tell him. “Have you heard back from the coroner’s office yet?”

      His jaw redefines itself, and his eyes stay trained on mine.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” I say. “In the event you didn’t realize, Nadine Dixon echoed what Jane mentioned on the night Julia was killed—they both said something about secrets. Jane said Julia took her secrets with her, and Nadine hinted that both Julia and Jane had secrets. I’m guessing it’s a shared secret. And have I mentioned that on the night of the murder I saw blue liquid dried on Jane’s arm? Ransom, she could very well be our killer.”

      “My killer.” His brows hike as he nods my way. “She could very well be my killer. As in this is my investigation, Trixie.”

      “So you admit there’s a killer,” I counter.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Technically, you inferred it.” Bess nods.

      Nettie motions from him to me. “Speaking of technicalities, when are the two of you going to knock boots? The sexual tension is practically combustible.”

      Bess scoffs. “The only thing about to combust around here is Trixie’s temper if he keeps telling her to keep out of his investigation.”

      “Ransom”—I lean his way, choosing to ignore Nettie’s cry for attention regarding tension—“are you holding back information about the case?”

      “Yes,” he says point-blank. “Trixie, the only person I’m sharing information with regarding the Edwards’ case is Quinn. And that’s because she’s the only other detective on the ship.”

      “Has it ever occurred to you that I could practically qualify as a detective? Ransom, I solved the last few homicide cases on the ship, not to mention the one out in Honey Hollow.”

      “She’s right.” Bess raises a finger. “Not only has she solved the last few homicide cases on the ship, but she’s solved all of the homicide cases that have ever occurred on this ship. That means, technically, you and Quinn have yet to even come close to her track record.”

      “Technically, Trixie is the better detective,” Nettie adds.

      “Technically, she’s not a detective at all,” Ransom says it curtly as he looks my way. “You don’t have a badge or carry a weapon. One of these days, Trixie, your luck is going to run out.”

      “We don’t need no stinkin’ badges,” Nettie growls out the words.

      A part of me has always wanted to say that, so I offer her an appreciative smile for saying it for me.

      “And look at these hands.” Nettie does a few loose Karate-inspired moves with her arms. “There’s a reason they’re classified as lethal weapons in forty-eight out of fifty states. In fact, I’m not even allowed to set foot in the states in question.”

      Bess grunts, “And believe me, she’s working on the other two.”

      Ransom penetrates me with those cobalt blue eyes. “If you continue to meddle, you’ll not only be putting yourself at risk, but you’ll be putting Bess and Nettie in danger as well.”

      “Meddle?” I ask with more than a touch of umbrage in my tone.

      Without warning, Wes shows up and pulls a chair up to the table.

      “Captain,” I say brightly as he takes a seat among us. He’s just the change of direction we needed. The last person to accuse me of meddling in anything was my ex. And if Ransom doesn’t want to be added to the shortlist of my exes, I move we end the conversation. “So glad you could join us.”

      Tinsley swoops in next to the captain with a seat of her own. “I don’t surmise I’ll get the same greeting.”

      “What’s happening here?” Nettie squints as if trying to make out the two players that just landed at the table.

      “Looks to me like a hostile takeover,” Ransom mutters.

      Although judging by the timing, it’s a most welcome one.

      I still can’t believe he accused me of meddling.

      I’m not meddling, am I?

      “Evening.” Tinsley clears her throat. She’s donned a chiffon and lace number in pale pink and looks as if she’s headed to prom circa 1950. Her chestnut locks run down her shoulders like a dark unknowable river—most likely filled with crocodiles and demons. Just an educated guess on my part. “Just so everyone is apprised, the captain and I are here on official business.”

      “It’s true.” Wes tips his head to the side as if he can’t believe it. I’ll admit, he looks darn right regal in his all-white captain’s attire. Personally, I’d be terrified to eat in that color, let alone breathe in it. “Trixie, I’m sorry to have to bother you with this, and at dinner no less, but Tinsley is insistent I get to the bottom of something asap.”

      “Not true.” Tinsley doesn’t mind usurping him in the conversation. “I requested we wait until morning and take it up with the kind folks at Royal Lineage Cruise Lines.”

      Royal Lineage owns the Emerald Queen along with an entire fleet of other luxurious jewels that sail the ocean blue.

      “What’s the matter?” Ransom cocks his head her way, assuring she has his full attention.

      “She’s the matter.” Tinsley doesn’t hesitate to point a well-polished finger my way. “Or more to the point, she’s the menace. Trixie has started rumors that the ship is haunted.”

      “Haunted?” Ransom sighs her way as if he’s resigned to the fact he’s dealing with a nutcase.

      It’s a good act, considering he’s a ghost himself. He’s probably had years of training in that department. Although, for as much as I know, he could have been dead for centuries.

      My goodness, what if I’ve got a vampire on my hands?

      Not that I believe in vampires, but up until a couple of months ago, I didn’t believe in ghosts either.

      He could be a goblin for all I know, but if he was, he’d be the sexiest darn goblin that ever gobbled.

      Speaking of gobbling, he is certainly nibble-worthy in that suit. To Nettie’s point, why exactly aren’t we knocking boots again?

      Oh, that’s right. I’m essentially a prude.

      No, wait, that’s not true.

      I’m a good girl. A good Protestant girl who still thinks a marriage certificate is worth more than the paper it’s printed on.

      But do I really think a man like Ransom has matrimonial aspirations—with me no less?

      Maybe I’m holding back because I don’t want to be some cheap fling.

      Ransom cuts those blue eyes my way and sends a sizzle down my chest, straight to my toes. On second thought, I should consider myself lucky that I have the opportunity to be a cheap fling to a man like him—a dead man no less.

      “Set the captain straight, Trixie,” he says. “Tell him you’re not spreading rumors.”

      “She is,” Tinsley doubles down. “She thinks we have ghosts on this ship.” She looks my way. “And in the event you’re not aware, Mrs. Troublefield—should an employee speak words that can cause contention among passengers, thereby creating a less than savory experience for our guests, then they are in peril of immediate termination.”

      “I did no such thing,” I balk at the outrageous accusation. “This is all a big misunderstanding.”

      “Technically—” Bess raises a finger and I shoot her a look that says don’t you dare.

      The captain’s phone bleats and he glances down at it. “I’m afraid I’m needed on the bridge.” He nods my way. “I believe you, Trixie. I’ll chalk this up to a misunderstanding. If you’ll excuse me, a captain’s work is never done.”

      He takes off and Tinsley stands as well. “I’ve got a disco party to tend to on the promenade deck.” She narrows her eyes on Ransom. “Speaking of which, the Cancel Culture Club is hosting a seventies night bash on night seventeen. So far no one has contacted me to cancel. If anything changes, I’ll let you know. Unlike some people, I am highly aware that you are in charge of this investigation. You can rest assured if any piece of information lands in my lap, I’ll be right there to land it in yours.” And with that little lap dance of a tidbit, she takes off.

      Nettie shakes her head at Ransom. “And she’ll be sitting in your lap while she does it.”

      “She’s done it before,” Bess says just as the waiter arrives and lands our appetizers on the table—veggie spring rolls for Nettie, steamed mussels for Bess, and crab cakes for both Ransom and me. It seems we have more than the dead in common. We share a love of crustaceans, too.

      Ransom’s phone spins just shy of his dinner plate and he glances at it. “I’m afraid I’m out, too, ladies.”

      “Is it the case?” I ask. “Something new has cropped up, hasn’t it?”

      His chest expands as he rises to his feet. “It’s regarding the case, yes. But it’s nothing significant. Please, try to enjoy your night. And above all, keep safe.” He says those last words directed right at me. “I’ll see you soon.”

      He takes off and Nettie leans my way. “You’d better make it sooner than later, Toots. Tinsley thinks she still has a chance with him.”

      “Technically, she’s already had it,” Bess says before indulging in that plate of steamed mussels.

      “Well, her opportunity has come and gone,” I say. “Ransom is already taken—by me in the event you were wondering.” I chew on my bottom lip as I struggle to believe my own words.

      It’s safe to say Ransom and I just hit a couple of speedbumps, like the fact he may not have a pulse.

      Nevertheless, he’s right. I should enjoy my night. And nothing would bring me more joy than tracking down Jane Hunt and shaking a few secrets out of her.

      And I’m going to do just that after I finish both my crab cakes and perhaps Ransom’s, too. Not to mention the flat iron steak and clam chowder I have coming. And then there’s that luscious slice of coconut cake I’m having for dessert.

      There’s not a lot I’d let get in the way of me and a slice of light and fluffy coconut cake—certainly murder is no exception.

      There will be plenty of time to hunt for my next suspect once I’ve put a decent meal inside me—and before I hit the lido deck for that lava cake, too.

      If the last few months have taught me anything, it’s that life is all about priorities.

      My fingers float to my lips for a moment. Because suddenly kissing Ransom feels like priority one.

      Catching a killer and kissing a ghost—two things I never thought I’d have on my to-do list, let alone all in the same night.

      I’d better add a second slice of coconut cake to my meal.

      Lord knows I’ll need all the carbs I can muster to tackle both.
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      After dinner, Bess and Nettie went straight to the show—Les Misérables, one of our faves. Let me tell you, that Cosette of ours can really belt out a tune.

      As much as I wanted to storm the theater, I asked them to save a seat for me. I just had to check a few more hot spots on this ship.

      Sure, the Emerald Queen is big, but it’s not infinite. Jane Hunt has to be here somewhere. So I did what any red-blooded American girl would do. I bribed my bestie by telling her I’d give her the scoop on Ransom’s night moves if she procured Jane’s cabin number for me. Let’s just say Elodie pulled a few strings and I got the number in less than five minutes flat.

      Jane’s cabin is on the fifteenth floor, one up from mine, double balcony, queen bed in a cushy stateroom. But as I walked by her cabin, the cleaning staff was in there making the bed, which meant Jane was nowhere in sight.

      On the bright side, that means she’s roaming the ship somewhere, so I put it in high gear and pretend that I’m Jane.

      What would I do if my best friend was just murdered on board a luxury liner?

      I’d probably eat my weight in lava cake. But then, I do that every night and Elodie, Bess, and Nettie are all still thankfully alive and kicking.

      Ransom’s cryptic words come back to me. If I continued to meddle, I’d not only put myself at risk, but I’d be putting Bess and Nettie in danger, too.

      As if I’d ever do anything to harm a hair on their heads, or mine for that matter.

      But then again, accidents do happen, and perhaps exceptionally so if I keep putting us in the eye of the target.

      Ransom is right. I can’t go dragging those sweet women off to question potentially dangerous suspects. I’ll have to fly solo from now on.

      Before I know it, I’m stepping off the elevator and onto the lido deck. If nothing else comes of tonight’s solitary endeavor, at least I can sneak a few lava cakes into my purse so Bess, Nettie, and I can enjoy them during the show. We’ve done it before. In fact, we’ll see who’s greedy with the lava cake once I bring back a double portion for each of us. That is, after I eat one or three while I’m at the buffet.

      Okay, fine. There might be a touch of greed present, but in my defense chocolate is involved. It’s my love language, my carnal currency, a carb-based kryptonite. If it’s nearby, it might as well be in my mouth. And given the same circumstances, both Bess and Nettie would do the same thing.

      Most likely.

      I walk out onto the open-air deck where a string of swimming pools dot the center of the deck and several hot tubs sit tucked in alcoves along the side.

      It’s dark out and the sound of that disco party on the deck up above rings out as raucous music fills the air. The scent of chlorine mingles with the brine from the sea and permeates my senses.

      A few string lights illuminate the deck from above, and the water in those pools glows a glacial shade of blue. A few teenagers lob a beach ball to one another in the largest pool. And a handful of couples congregate in the smaller bodies of water surrounding it.

      The first three hot tubs I pass are filled with men hitting on bikini-clad women, all of them cradling a cell phone in their hands. Some people just can’t let go of technology.

      Wes let me know a few weeks back that one of the biggest complaints the ship gets is that people have dropped their cell phones into swimming pools, off the railings, and into the Pacific.

      They complain.

      As if it was really the ship’s fault they didn’t have better judgment regarding water and pricey electronics.

      I’m about to follow the light and head into the Blue Water Café when I spot a lone woman sipping a cocktail in the hot tub that overlooks the brooding Pacific.

      The Emerald Queen allows drinks in all of the pools and hot tubs so long as they’re contained in plastic cups provided by the bar. And I recognize the hourglass shape her cocktail is contained in as one of the lido deck’s signature glasses—plastic as it were.

      But I also seem to recognize the brunette holding that fruity concoction.

      “Jane?” I practically hiss the woman’s name out as I scuttle in her direction.

      She jerks her head my way as her mouth opens in surprise.

      “It’s me, Trixie,” I tell her. “We met—well, we met that tragic night. I’m so very sorry for your loss.”

      “Oh.” She waves the thought off. “I’m sorry, too. In fact, that’s exactly what drove me out here.” She lifts her drink in the air a moment. “I’ve been holed up in my room until now, but the dirty dishes from room service and dingy towels were starting to pile up so I thought I’d let housekeeping at it. Care to join me?”

      “I’d love to,” I say, kicking off my shoes. “Boy, I wish I had on my bathing suit.”

      “You’re wearing a bra and underwear, aren’t you?” She glances past me. “It’s so dark out who’s going to know the difference between that and a bathing suit? I’ll never tell.”

      I give a quick glance around myself before whipping off my pink gauzy dress.

      “I think I will join you,” I say, stepping into the water and my foot feels as if it’s being boiled right off of my body. “Believe it or not, it takes me just as long to get into a hot tub as it does a swimming pool. Hot water, cold water, it doesn’t seem to make a difference. It’s all an act of torture in the beginning.”

      “You just summed up my life nicely.” She chuckles as she takes another sip from her drink. “With the exception, the torture never seems to end.” She nods to my accouterments. “Nice selection. Expecting company later?”

      I make a face. It just so happens that I donned a red lace bra and matching panties that are a little more peek-a-boo than I’m comfortable with.

      “My friend runs the Queen Boutique downstairs.” I suck in a quick breath as the water hits my waist. “And, well, she’s hoping things will advance with my boyfriend—physically, that is. We’re sort of stuck in neutral at the moment.”

      “Are we?” a deep voice strums from behind and I turn to see Ransom in his yesteryear finery before he strips himself of his denim duds. And now I have the answer to boxers or briefs—briefs, tight black hip-hugging shorts that I can’t seem to take my eyes off of.

      He takes his time peeling off his shirt, his eyes latched to mine—and oh my word, has he ever got a body that just won’t quit.

      He winks my way while broadening his chest, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think it was a threat—of the most delicious variety.

      Of course, I’ve seen most of his body before on our many snorkeling adventures, but never has he flaunted it at me in such a seductive manner. And judging by the way Jane is casually glancing right past him, I’m guessing Ransom is displaying his sculpted abs—and the rest of his sculpted frame—for my eyes only this evening.

      I glide into a seat across from Jane as the glowing blue water sizzles with a fine mist between us and bubbles brew around us as if we were in a cauldron.

      Ransom slides in next to me, our knees touch, and it feels electric, erotic even, especially knowing Jane has no clue about his presence. It would figure that a man of Ransom’s caliber has harnessed what amounts to a cloak of invisibility.

      “Ask her why she did it,” he says, running his hand over my knee in one smooth move. “We have better things to tend to.”

      I bite down on my lip hard. “Jane?” I clear my throat. “What do you think happened?”

      She averts her eyes just as one of those glow-in-the-dark bracelets falls from the dance party on the deck up above us. It glows an electric pink and forces the water to succumb to a sultry shade of lavender.

      “Gracious,” she huffs as she sinks her lips to the waterline. “What didn’t happen?” She extends a foot and it finds a place to rest right in Ransom’s lap.

      He winks my way with an air of amusement.

      “So you probably heard about my stint in prison.” She sighs.

      “Prison?” I ask, unsure I heard her currently over the steady hum of the jets and the boisterous blowout percolating above us.

      She nods. “There was a girl missing—well, hardly a girl, a woman in her thirties. She took off for some L.A. canyon on a hike with a glorious tan bull mastiff. I’m a big dog lover. The bigger the dog, the more I love it. Anyway, after a few days, the story died down and so did the search party, so I phoned the police department and told them I spotted the woman and the dog at a convenience store in the area.”

      Ransom shakes his head. “Not a good move.”

      “What happened then?” I ask.

      She blows out a breath and the bubbles part in response. “The search resumed as I hoped it would. That poor dog was out there in the heat of the day, the cool of the night, going who knows how long without food or water. Something had to be done. Anyway, the police found out I wasn’t even in the country at the time I made the call. I was booked for lying to the authorities. Not only that, but they billed me for the search party. A judge sentenced me to three weeks at some glorified detention camp. Do you know what it’s like to sit on a steel toilet in a common area? It’s a nightmare I’d rather soon forget.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it. Did they find the woman?”

      “The who?” She looks genuinely baffled. “Oh, her, the woman with the dog. Yes, she turned up in another town. She forgot to tell a relative she was taking off. It was a none story after all. The important thing is she had her puppers with her. I’m a sucker for a happy ending.”

      Ransom leans my way, the heat from his skin warms my shoulder, and I marvel at this.

      “She turned your question around and made it about herself,” he whispers. “See if you can steer the ship back to port.”

      My lips curl in his direction, letting him know I’m a fan of the seaside references.

      “I’m glad the dog was safe as well,” I tell her. “Too bad about Julia, though.”

      The woman winces at the mention of her friend, and it makes me wonder.

      “Yeah, Julia.” She shakes her head. “She’s gone, and it’s just so hard to believe. I mean, we were in deep with Lemonade Lipstick. Our launch is coming up in a couple of months. Our stockpile of merchandise is huge. We were really counting on her social media following. I mean, Nadine and I have more than a few followers as well, but Julia was a rockstar in the literal sense. If any one of us could have had a comeback, it would have been her. And now we’re just stuck with all of this lipstick. I don’t know how I’m going to get my money back, let alone make a profit.”

      Ransom nudges me with his knee. “Ask what her initial investment was.”

      That seems so private.

      My mother raised me never to talk about money. You never asked how much someone made for a living or how much they had in their bank accounts. I’m pretty sure asking about investments fits in there somewhere. But then, my mother isn’t on the ship, and thankfully so.

      I lean toward Jane. “How much are you in for?”

      The whites of her eyes flit my way. “A cool million.”

      “A million dollars?” I marvel. “Exactly how much does it take to manufacture lipstick?”

      She laughs and her voice spirals up to the stars. “Let’s just say we went into this knowing we wanted nothing but the best. Best ingredients, a lab with the best reputation, and the best PR firm already syphoning funds from our shared bank account. It’s been crazy how fast the dollars have flown away from us. Anyway, we need to peddle these products regardless of the fact Julia had the audacity to bite the big one.”

      Audacity? Are those the words of a killer?

      “But on the bright side”—her eyes widen a notch as a flicker of hope rides through them—“death tends to polish people as far as the public goes. Rumors of her death have prompted the followers on all of her social media platforms to double overnight. Isn’t that insane? Julia Edwards might just be worth more dead than she was alive.”

      Ransom’s chest expands at the thought. “That’s a cold observation.”

      But a true one, nevertheless.

      “I heard she had a secret,” I say. “Several of them perhaps. Would you happen to know what those were?”

      She turns her face toward the open ocean. “I don’t know. As far as Julia is concerned, she was a pretty open book. But you know, we all have our secrets. Don’t we?” She cuts a glance my way, and her gaze needles into mine as if calling me out on my own supernatural secret.

      “Yes.” I clear my throat. “I guess we do.”

      “Oh”—she lifts a hand—“I actually do know something that might have been considered a secret. Julia was an enormous tattletale. If anyone around her had a secret of their own—well, let’s just say, you had a secret no more. Not many people knew that about her. That’s something someone would have to learn the hard way.” Her gaze shifts to the open waters once again as she settles her silent rage upon it. “Some people are so very good at making you believe they only have the purest intentions with you—with your darkest secrets. And Julia was one of them.”

      Now more than ever I’m hungry to know exactly what secret of Jane’s Julia exposed—or in the least, was about to.

      “I’ve been betrayed before,” I tell her. “I can imagine how painful that would be.”

      Her expression darkens, and her face glows red as sin.

      “I have to go.” She sloshes out of the water in haste and grabs her towels and shoes before darting off into the night.

      “That ended well,” I say.

      “I’m just glad it ended,” Ransom says, pulling me effortlessly onto his lap and sealing the deal with a heated kiss.

      I can’t get over how real this feels, how very mortal he feels.

      My goodness, I never thought a man like Ransom would want anything to do with someone like me. But a dead man like Ransom? It makes me question my sanity altogether.

      “Ransom, wait.” I pull back a notch. “There is obviously so much more we don’t know about one another.”

      “Like?” He shrugs as if I could ask him anything.

      “Like the little fact you’re not breathing. Why are you acting as if this isn’t a big deal? I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but death is a very big deal—maybe even a deal-breaker.”

      “Come on, honey. You don’t mean that.” His lips find mine once again and his hands quickly sink into the back of my underpants.

      “Whoa,” I say. “You can’t just do that. Not here. Maybe not anywhere. You need to tell me a few key plot points about yourself first. Let’s start with how you died.”

      “You women are all the same,” he grouses. “All talk and no action.”

      “What?” I squawk, pushing at his chest. “You men are all the same. All action and no talk.”

      “Trixie?” My name comes at me heated from behind and I turn to see a familiar lethally handsome man, dark suit, with his cobalt blue eyes trained on me.

      “Ransom?” I hiss before practically snapping my neck to look at the man whose lap I’m currently nestled in.

      His expression grows fierce as he growls at the look-alike before him, and just as his voice threatens to pierce my eardrums, he evaporates in a vat of miniature blue stars—and he takes that bad denim suit right along with him.

      “Are you arguing with someone?” Ransom steps in close and inspects me. “Are you in your unmentionables?” His brows hike a notch and his expression smooths out as if he approved.

      “I, uh—yes. I was arguing with myself. And well, I wanted a dip in the hot tub and thought I’d do something spontaneous.”

      Good grief. Where is the Grim Reaper when you really need him?

      “Arguing with yourself? You are tenacious.” His expression softens. “Are you feeling all right?” He cocks his head as he comes in close. “Is your ex getting to you again?”

      “Yes, actually. He’s firmly to blame for this malfeasance.” I’m pretty sure every other malfeasance in the free world could be pinned square on his shoulders as well. The ghost I just formally broke up with isn’t so innocent either.

      I climb out of the water and pull on my dress, forcing it down my wet skin so as to minimize the show for poor Ransom—who is obviously not a ghost.

      I’ve never felt more duped in my whole life.

      “Hey”—he pulls me close—“I’m sorry if I came off as a jerk at dinner. How about I make it up to you tomorrow in Oahu?”

      I look up at the handsome, breathing man before me and land my hand to his chest.

      “You have a glorious heartbeat,” I say, breathless at that fact.

      Ransom takes up my hand and kisses the back of it. “I’ll plan something that will make both of our hearts pound out of our chests. You might want to bring your bathing suit. We may be in public.” He winks. “I have to go. I have a security situation I need to tend to. Will you be all right getting to your room?”

      “I’ll be more than fine.”

      “Great. I’ll pick you up bright and early. And you can tell me all about what’s bothering you.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      He dots a tender kiss to my lips before taking off.

      Ransom Baxter is no apparition. He’s alive and well and sane—and that last part is more than I can say for myself.

      I won’t be telling Ransom one iota regarding what’s bothering me.

      Much like Jane Hunt, I’m keeping my secrets close to the vest.

      Ransom may never get my secrets out of me, but Jane isn’t going to be as lucky. She may not be talking, but I’ll winnow out her secrets one way or another.

      After all, Ransom called it. I am tenacious, and Jane Hunt is going to find out exactly how tenacious I can be.

      And so is that wily ghost.
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      Oahu is one of the eight major tropical islands that comprise Hawaii, and its principal port city, Honolulu, serves as the state’s capital.

      Some of Oahu’s famous features include the Cultural Center, Pearl Harbor Memorial, and Hanauma Bay, all of which I’ve visited with Bess and Nettie during past cruises.

      On the morning we pull into the harbor, Ransom and I head for the Blue Water Café, right here on the ship, where we load up on pancakes slathered in mango and coconut syrup as if our lives depended on them.

      Once we’ve inhaled our weight in carbs, we head over to the omelet bar where we bump into Bess and Nettie, each with a nest of bacon sitting in their custom culinary creations. Ransom doesn’t hesitate to invite them to join us on our island adventure, and they don’t hesitate to say yes.

      He wouldn’t say a peep about what he had planned for us this afternoon but assured me I’d have fun—if I survived.

      He said that last bit with a wink, which did nothing to assure me of my safekeeping.

      As usual, Ransom has a rental car waiting in the wings once we disembark and away we go as he drives us along Waikiki Beach.

      I will never get over how blue the Hawaiian waters can be—and juxtaposed against the whitewash and the tenebrous lava rocks, it creates a feast for our visual senses. But that’s far from the only visual treats this tropical wonderland affords—the pink and yellow plumeria trees that perfume the air with their sweet scents, the glossy green palm trees swaying in the breeze, the verdant hillsides in the distance that have a Jurassic jungle feel to them—they all lend to the beauty.

      It’s all magic. Every last bit of it. Paradise has never felt like a word that has enough power to describe any of the Hawaiian islands.

      Before long, we hop onto the highway. After about thirty minutes, we drive back toward the coast on the windward side of the island until we come upon a sign that reads Kailua State Park.

      “Yes!” Nettie cheers from the back seat. “This is my favorite beach of all time.”

      Bess groans, “You say that about every beach.”

      “Eh.” Nettie shrugs. “That’s because they’re all the same.”

      Ransom parks and kills the motor. “I can assure you this one is special.”

      We get out, and the warm humid air gives every last inch of us a hug.

      The best thing about Hawaii is that most places rarely ever get above eighty degrees and the pineapple express always brings a nice tropical breeze.

      Kailua State Park is expansive with lots of dusty walkways that all lead to a pristine sandy beach. The coastline stretches for a good distance, nestling into what looks to be a slight cove on Oahu’s windward side.

      There’s a bona fide park just this side of the sand that features volleyball nets, barbeques, and picnic tables. A line of sweeping evergreens dots the area, and just past the trees, the ocean serves as a turquoise backdrop. For the most part, it looks calm, but in the distance, I see what look to be a few surfboards with sails tethered to them as they fly to and fro across the water.

      A horrible thought hits me.

      “Oh no,” I moan at the sight.

      “Oh yes,” Ransom says.

      Oh, for Pete’s sake, I not only had to find the bad boy of the bunch to crown as my newly minted boyfriend, but I had to find one with a love of death-defying sports—or in my case, death-ensured.

      I take a deep breath and do my best to smile.

      “It looks like fun.” I force myself to say every syllable. “I mean, what’s the worst that can happen?”

      “A brain injury,” Bess says, pulling her beach bag high over her shoulder.

      “Nah,” Nettie says, taking a break from blowing up a giant hot pink inner tube she’s been known to enjoy. “The worst thing that can happen is that a shark eats you for lunch.”

      “That’s pretty bad.” Bess nods. “But seeing that you would have most likely scrambled your brain by then, it would probably come as a relief.”

      “A shark eating me now would be a relief.”

      I can’t take my eyes off those windsurfers gliding across the water at unheard of speeds. A fall at those velocities looks as if it could usher in far more than a brain injury. Bess is right. Being gobbled up by a shark might be the best-case scenario.

      Bess and Nettie get settled on the sand while Ransom rents the two of us a tandem windsurfing contraption. Essentially, it’s a long paddleboard with two plastic sails attached side by side.

      And the humorous part? He thinks we’re about to have a great time.

      After a bare-bones lesson on where to put what part of my body—and hope I don’t sink us both to the bottom of the ocean—the man renting us the deathtrap happily schleps it to the shoreline for us. The big tip Ransom just doled out may have played a factor in that quasi-valet move.

      “I’ll take the lead,” Ransom says as we make our way past a handful of happy sunbathers, the scent of coconut suntan lotion permeating our senses.

      “I’ll say my prayers,” I mutter mostly to myself.

      The closer we get to the water, the ocean takes on a shade of blue somewhere between cerulean and Ransom Baxter’s eyes.

      A couple of toddlers build sandcastles to our right, and just beyond them a trio of teenage girls trace giant hearts in the sand.

      Why couldn’t we do something more along those lines?

      Although, something tells me it’s too late to rope Ransom into competitive sandcastle construction. And good luck getting him to trace out a heart on the sand—more like a line around my body before the coroner arrives.

      Our toes hit the water, and I’m thrilled to find out it’s just as warm as the air—another reason to love this tropical paradise.

      “All right, Trixie,” Ransom says as he takes the helm of this beastly board we’re about to torment ourselves on. “You can sit on the board as I paddle us out. Remember, feet in the stirrups, hands on the boom when it’s time.”

      “You sound like a naughty gynecologist.”

      He turns his head my way in haste, his brows peaked as if he’d like to hear more.

      “Never mind,” I tell him. Now is not the time to try to seduce him with some dirty, flirty routine. I’ll put that in my back pocket for later—should I survive as he so stoutly pointed out this morning.

      Let’s get this over with.

      Ransom gets us out to deep waters, hops onto the board, and helps me to my feet.

      “Remember, we need to find the wind.” He lifts a finger and points to the right. “Now we’re going to uphaul the sail.” He nods to the two flat pieces of plastic lying over the water that we’re about to entrust our lives to.

      We reach down for the red glowing sails at the same time.

      “Use your legs,” he shouts as we hoist them into the air before us. “Now rock back and lean hard to counter the weight of the sail.”

      We do just that and nearly tip over for the effort, but the wind does its thing, filling the sails, and we start to pick up speed.

      “Good grief, we’re moving,” I shout.

      It was more or less an oral observation, but Ransom gives me a thumbs-up for it. Most likely because I haven’t passed out yet.

      “Hold onto the boom,” he calls out and I grab onto the metal bar attached to the sails. “I’ll steer.”

      “I’ll hold the dumb end of the stick,” I shout back, trying to sound funny, but really I’m just highlighting the truth.

      “Follow what I do with my mast and do it with yours,” he calls out over the rush of the wind.

      Within seconds, Ransom has us floating over the water as we race along the horizon at heart-stopping speeds. The heavy cobalt skies, the glowing aqua sea, it all melts into a wash of color and soon it feels as if we’re not only defying gravity, we’re defying the bounds of reality.

      When I was a kid, my sister and I used to pretend the rug in front of the kitchen sink was a magic carpet that could take us anywhere. I once fantasized I was sailing over the ocean with a real-life version of a Ken doll, and here I am almost fifty years later with a man hotter than Ken could ever hope to be—and we’re on one heck of a magic carpet ride.

      Who said dreams don’t come true?

      Here’s hoping I live to tell about it.

      Ransom has us flying all across the Pacific, or so it feels that way.

      But as fate would have it, the wind shifts and sends both our sails and us into the briny sea.

      We laugh and gasp as we come up for air.

      “How did you like it?” he pants as he pulls me in close and my legs wrap around his body. It’s more of a life-preserving measure rather than a flirtatious move, but at this point, it sort of feels like both.

      “Surprisingly? I loved it,” I say as my skin melts over his.

      Ransom lands a cool, salty kiss over my lips and lingers.

      “I’m glad,” he says as he pulls back. “How about we head for the shore and I get us something to eat?”

      “As long as I don’t have to break the sound barrier to do it, I’m all in.”

      Ransom sets me on the board as he paddles us back to the beach just as a small fleet of food trucks arrive on the scene.

      “How do shrimp tacos sound?” he asks as I collapse on the towel next to Nettie.

      “Sounds like a taco dream,” Nettie says, digging out a bill for him. “I’ll take three dozen.”

      “I’ll take two,” Bess says.

      “And I’ll take whatever you can bring back,” I tell him. “I can’t move a muscle.”

      Nettie wags her money at him and he shakes his head.

      “It’s on me,” he says. “I’ll let you get it next time, Nettie.”

      “I’ve heard that before.” She jabs her money into the pocket of her pink and white muumuu just as Ransom jogs off. “And those words are usually followed up by a trip to the fanciest restaurant in a ten-mile radius.” She looks my way. “Your boyfriend is a real schmooze. Speaking of schmoozes, who’s our first suspect?”

      I wince at the two women by my side. “Technically, I’ve already spoken to my first suspect.” I give them a quick rundown on what happened last night at the hot tub with both Ransom One, Ransome Two, and Jane Hunt.

      “You saw a ghost?” Bess sits up in haste, causing the giant straw hat on her head to go crooked.

      “A hot ghost who you gave a lap dance to?” Nettie looks envious of the thought.

      “I didn’t give him a lap dance,” I’m quick to say. “Not on purpose anyway. And I have no clue who he is—or if he’s related to Ransom or the case.”

      “A denim suit…” Bess tips her head to the side. “I bet he died in the seventies. Maybe he’s Ransom’s grandfather?”

      “Or just some hot look-alike looking for a little celestial action,” Nettie says as her shoulders sag. “Why can’t you send one of those naughty disembodied hotties my way? I’d like to have a little fun, too, you know.”

      “Believe me, we know,” Bess says. “And the dead probably know it, too. That’s exactly why they’re wisely keeping their distance.” She looks my way. “So who’s next with your investigation?”

      “I think I’ll talk to Nadine one more time and see if I can make any headway with what secrets either Julia or Jane might have had or still have.”

      “What about the ghost?” Nettie asks. “It seems to me we have two mysteries to solve. When do you think he’ll come around again?”

      “I don’t know.” I think on it a moment. “The first time I saw him was before Julia was murdered, then again after. And then I saw him again last night in the hot tub with Jane.”

      “Ah-ha!” Nettie claps her hands. “So he is connected to the case. I bet he’s the killer.”

      “No, no,” Bess contests. “I bet he’s connected to the case in the traditional sense—as in he’s the ghost the universe sent down to help solve the case. The next time you see him, ask how he knew Julia.”

      “I will if I see him,” I tell her. “But after the verbal beating I gave him, I doubt he’ll have the nerve to show his ghostly face again.”

      She shrugs. “If he was sent on a mission to help solve this case, he may not have a choice.”

      “I’d better get in my thinking chair,” Nettie says, hopping onto that hot pink innertube of hers and taking a seat. “That’s better.” She taps her temple. “And it works like a charm. I’ve got an idea to end all ideas.”

      Bess cuts a glance my way. “Please don’t ask.”

      “At this point, I feel obligated,” I say. “I do have two mysteries on my hands. Go ahead, Nettie.”

      “Okay, girls, this is what we do.” She leans in and that gray tumbleweed sitting on her head lobs forward. “We get close to our next suspect, aka Nadinie Weenie, and once the poltergeist shows up on the scene, Trixie, you haul him away and shake him down within an inch of his afterlife and find out why he’s wearing your boy toy’s face. Use your womanly wiles if you have to.” She glances at my yellow one-piece. “Maybe put a little effort into it, would ya? And while you’re squeezing the haunted hunk for all he’s worth, Bess and I will shake a few secrets out of our new friend.”

      “If that friend is Nadine, then no thank you. Ransom is right. I can’t put either of you in harm’s way.”

      “Please,” Bess says. “I’m old enough to decide whose way I get into.”

      “And I’m a traffic jam waiting to happen,” Nettie says. “We’re big girls. We can take care of ourselves.”

      “Okay, fine,” I say. “But if anything happens, I’ll never forgive myself.”

      Ransom comes back and we dive into a shrimp taco festival that our collective palates are more than pleased with.

      Bess, Nettie, and I are about to do a little ghost hunting, and with a little luck we just might track down a killer, too.
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      Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      Since so many of you have written to let me know that I’ve inspired you to take your first cruise, I thought I’d drop a few quick tips for you.

      For starters, as tempting as it might be, you don’t need to pack a blow-dryer. Cruise lines these days have outfitted themselves with top-of-the line equipment—and most of the time they’re luxurious! The cruise line will also provide soap, shampoo, and conditioner, and spa-worthy lotion to keep you smooth and supple.

      Don’t forget that you and your luggage will be separated for a short while on the first day you arrive. Even though mix-ups are few and far between, I’d err on the side of caution and pack your essentials (medications, a clean change of clothes, makeup, toothbrush, phone, e-reader, laptop, and chargers) in a carry-on bag that stays with you at all times. That way, should Lady Luck not be on your side, at least you’ll be comfortable until you and your luggage are reunited.

      The next tip is a little hard to believe, but you won’t be needing nearly the amount of clothing you think you’ll need. I like options just as much as the next girl, but as an avid over-packer, I’ve learned the hard way that less is more—and less than that is even better. Don’t forget to mix and match. That skirt you wore to the bon voyage party can be spruced up with a different blouse and worn another day.

      And for goodness’ sake, don’t pack towels. The cruise line will not only provide clean towels for your daily needs, they provide beach towels for use both on the ship and for day trips to the beach.

      Another perk of packing light is that you’ll have more room for souvenirs on the way home.

      Which brings me to my next—not so light—point. If you’re hopping on a luxury liner, odds are you’re going to eat well. Leave the skinny jeans and formfitting dresses at home if you can. There are so many fun things to do and see, you’ll want to be comfortable for them all. I suggest clothing that could accommodate an expanding waistline.

      If you’re going to be in paradise, you may as well enjoy the trip—and the food!

      Until we meet again.

      Bon voyage!

      XOXO ~ Trixie

      As much as I wanted to give them the lowdown on that handsome ghost, the even more handsome—and might I add, breathing—boyfriend of mine, along with the fact I stumbled upon Julia Edwards’ body—there are just some things better left unsaid.

      It’s late morning on our second day docked in Oahu.

      Ransom has a meeting with port authorities, Bess and Nettie have decided to spend the day reading by the pool—a good way to have the water all to themselves while everyone else is on land—and Elodie has inventory to tend to.

      Once I’m done with my blog, I head to deck six to Sea Beans Coffee where I order my favorite iced latte and take a seat that overlooks the harbor and Waikiki Beach. The people look small as ants and the water looks like something right out of a coloring book, such a pretty color of aqua. I’m about to pull my sketch pad and watercolor markers out of my tote bag when a familiar face crops up.

      “Captain Crawford,” I say brightly. “Care to join me?”

      Wes looks regal in his pristine white shirt and his navy slacks with a gold belt buckle in the shape of an anchor.

      “I was about to ask if I could do just that.” He lands on the opposite side of the table and offers a pained smile. “I suppose you heard about the coroner’s report.”

      My eyes widen a moment.

      Has Ransom been holding out on me?

      Of course, he has!

      That rascal has zero intention of keeping me in the know. But the captain here obviously isn’t apprized.

      I give a casual nod. “What was it that killed her again?” I squint as if searching the recesses of my mind for an answer that seems to be eluding me—and it will forever if he doesn’t speak up.

      “Cobra toxin,” he says and his dimples dig in as he laments the fact. “In other words, cobra venom. Obviously, we don’t have any snakes on the ship and the coroner didn’t find any bites on the woman…so the killer—”

      “I knew there was a killer.” My hand slams over the table so hard my latte jumps an inch. “And cobra venom?” I shake my head. “Unless they had a snake who could bite on command, they clearly brought the venom from home, which means this was definitely premeditated. Someone came on board this ship, waited for that party to take place in the Diamond Lounge where they knew she would have a cocktail in her hand, and they laced it. Wes, we need to review the security footage from that night.”

      “Ransom is one step ahead of you. He and Quinn requested full access to the footage from the night of the accident—or more to the point, murder.” He says that last word while looking around cautiously.

      “So he’s already seen the footage?” I fold my arms in a fit of frustration. “Ransom Baxter just does not fight fair.”

      “You’re telling me.” He frowns, meeting my disdain. “So what are you up to this beautiful day?”

      “Everyone is occupied, so I thought I’d just stay on the ship.”

      “Nonsense. I’m not occupied. You know if I were dating you, I’d treat you like a queen.”

      My cheeks heat. “Wes.”

      “I’m not kidding. Have you had the chance to visit the Iolani Palace? You know it’s the only royal palace in the entire United States.”

      “I didn’t know that,” I marvel. “And no, I haven’t been.”

      “Well, seeing this is one of the last opportunities we might have in Oahu for a while, why don’t I take you?”

      “That’s right. I think Bess and Nettie mentioned something about the ship repositioning soon.”

      “Next trip, we’ll be in Alaska.”

      “I can’t wait.” I bite down on a smile. “And seeing that we won’t be back this way for a while, I accept your offer. Let’s go see the palace.”

      We stand and he motions to the door. “After you, my queen.”

      A smile twitches on my lips. With Wes by my side, I do feel like a queen. A queen who can get her subject to say just about anything.

      If Wes knows any other details about Julia Edwards’ demise, I’m going to get them out of him.

      The killer might be feeling free and royal at the moment, but thanks to the details I’m about to procure from Wes—soon enough they’ll be subservient in prison.
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      Okay, so Captain Crawford wasn’t exactly the fountain of information I had hoped he would be.

      He was more of a Magic Eight Ball with his flat, rather ambiguous answers to my many, many questions. In fact, I asked so many questions about the case I’m shocked he didn’t catch on Ransom was icing me out of the investigation. Nevertheless, Wes did provide me with one key fact in the case—Julia Edwards was indeed poisoned, and with cobra venom at that.

      A new day has dawned, and this morning the ship has docked just outside of Maui. Most of the passengers have already tendered their way to paradise. Since Maui doesn’t have a port big enough to accommodate a ship this size, we’re left to take a water taxi to the island.

      Ransom said he had to work this afternoon but offered to take me on a getaway tomorrow since we’ll be at the island for two days. He assured me it wouldn’t involve gravity-defying feats, but that he couldn’t promise that my heart wouldn’t try to beat its way out of my chest. Not an anomaly when he’s around anyway, so I was more than okay with that.

      Bess, Nettie, and I ate a hearty breakfast—okay, so we ate two hearty breakfasts. The first culinary treats we started our day off with was at the Blue Water Café—and that was my famous, or rather infamous, croissant egg and sausage sandwiches with extra gouda. Okay, so I may have had two, but even those didn’t fill me up. Then we hobbled over to the formal dining room where I proceeded to indulge in the eggs and hollandaise sauce. And just to balance out the savory with something sweet, I threw in a couple of hazelnut crepes. A few of the pastry chefs on board the Emerald Queen are from France, so it’s practically criminal not to indulge in their specialties.

      But we’re well past breakfast. In fact, we’ll need to be thinking about lunch soon enough, and we’ll take care of that on the island. Maui has some of the best restaurants in all of Hawaii and we plan on hitting them all, or as many as we can. We’ve done the beaches and the luaus during previous cruises, so we thought since this is one of our last trips here for a while we’d do a food tour. And since most of the restaurants we plan on hitting are situated along the water, we’ll have great views while noshing on our tasty treats.

      “Hurry up.” Nettie turns around and yanks both Bess and me down the gangplank. “We’re going to miss the all-you-can-eat early bird deal down at the Pu Pu Platter.”

      Bess grunts as we land on terra firma, “We can’t start off our food tour at an all-you-can-eat place.”

      “I agree,” I say as I take in the warm sea air perfumed by a nearby plumeria tree.

      “See there?” Nettie says to Bess. “She agrees with me.”

      “She agrees with me,” Bess counters. “Go on, Trixie, set her straight.”

      I’m about to do just that when I see a familiar-looking woman in a bright yellow hat climbing into the back of a maroon car with a rideshare company logo on the back window.

      “Hey”—I pull the two of them close—“that’s Nadine Dixon getting into that car. She’s the next person on the list I need to speak to.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” Nettie jumps ahead and gives a sharp whistle, prompting a sedan to pull up in front of us. “Let’s get moving. The Pu Pu Platter will have to wait. We’ve got a suspect to grill.”

      The three of us hop into the back seat of our own rideshare sedan and Bess leans forward. “Follow that car,” she shouts, pointing at the maroon vehicle in front of us. She turns my way. “I’ve always wanted to say that.”

      Nettie nods. “I said that once and ended up at a poultry farm. I came home with two dozen chicks and a man named Dogo.”

      “Please keep the rest of the details to yourself,” Bess says. “We’re in mixed company.”

      The driver turns around a moment, exposing his scraggly beard and red-laced eyes.

      “Bingo, is that you?”

      “Dogo,” Nettie shouts, and soon enough it’s a reunion of the ages.

      I lift a brow at the peculiar nicknames.

      “Don’t ask.” Bess sighs my way as the two of them catch up on old times—precarious times according to the quasi-horror stories they’re dishing out—something about chickens, a hot house, dancing through a field naked at midnight, and barking at the moon.

      “Remind me to cut her off before she gets to the punchline next time,” Bess says.

      “I will,” I tell her. “But with any luck, her connection to the man commandeering this car might just be the break we need to crack the case. That is, if we don’t lose Nadine.”

      “You’re not losing anyone, honey,” Dogo says as he hits the pedal to the metal. And before we know it, we’ve tracked Nadine all the way to—

      “The airport?” I say in disbelief as we pull into the lane designated for arriving flights.

      “Maybe she’s picking up a friend?” Bess suggests as she cranes her neck to get a better look at the car up ahead. “See there? They just pulled to the curb in front of the luggage terminal.”

      “I guess it makes sense then.” I shake my head. “Maybe a friend happens to be landing on the same day the ship is here? They could squeeze in two whole days together.”

      Nettie needles the car with a narrowed gaze. “Or maybe she’s meeting with the killer.”

      “Now that makes no sense,” Bess says as we watch Nadine step out of the car wearing a pair of white shorts paired with a matching tank top.

      It’s nice to know other women don’t share my fear of wearing white. The last time I was clad in that pristine color I made the worst mistake of my life—marrying Stanton Troublefield.

      Okay, fine. Stanton did give me two of the most important pieces of my heart, Abbey and Parker, but outside of that, he was hardly worth the trip down the aisle—or the six hundred dollar shoes my father nearly had a heart attack over.

      Nadine plops that yellow hat back on her head and walks through an entrance that reads pick up only.

      “We gotta run,” Bess say. “We’re losing her.”

      “Let me guess,” Nettie says. “You’ve always wanted to say that, too.”

      Bess huffs a laugh at her bestie. “Only if the her in question was you—and I might have been running in the opposite direction.”

      We jump out of the car and Dogo is kind enough to offer to hang around.

      The three of us enter the building, only to find a thick crowd gathered around a luggage carousel.

      “Oh no,” I moan. “This place is brimming with weary travelers. We’re never going to find her in this place.”

      “Maybe so,” Nettie says. “But I’ve found her yellow hat.”

      She points to the hard right, and sure enough, we see Nadine at a desk marked unclaimed luggage.

      She’s speaking with a nice-looking man wearing a navy Hawaiian shirt and he nods to her while pointing to a shelf full of bags of every shape and size.

      While Nadine heads over to inspect the baggage, the three of us get as close to the counter as we can before ducking behind a giant bird of paradise sitting in a pot the size of a Volkswagen.

      Nadine points to an oversized Louis Vuitton trunk and hands the man a credit card. After a few minutes, she strides right past us and we watch as she pauses at a kiosk filled with pamphlets deposited by the local tour companies.

      “We need to find out what that was about,” I say as the three of us scuttle to the counter and the very same man greets us. “Hello, a friend of ours was just at the counter and—”

      “What did she want with you?” Nettie gravels the words out. “And how much are you charging to give it to her?”

      “So much for being subtle,” Bess mutters under her breath.

      “She was purchasing luggage,” he says matter-of-factly. “You can do the same. Once the luggage is left unclaimed for over thirty days, we consider it abandoned so we sell it. All proceeds go to the Maui Wildlife Foundation. She paid a little extra to have it delivered to the ship she’s sailing with. We also deliver to all of the local hotels and condos.”

      “Well, if it’s for a good cause.” Nettie is quick to crane her neck at the wall of luggage before us.

      “No,” Bess says. “You know you don’t have room for one more thing in that cabin of yours.”

      “Well, I say yes.” Nettie pulls her toward the wall of wonders. “Now help me pick out a good one.”

      While they hem and haw over the different bags before us, I step over to the man whose nametag reads Louis.

      “Louis, why do you think my friend”—I motion in the direction Nadine took off in—“chose that trunk in particular? I mean, she was here just for a moment. It’s almost as if she knew what she wanted.”

      “She did, and it’s called luxury. We see her type here all the time. They give our inventory a once-over, and if they see something expensive they pay. I bet that trunk is filled with fancy clothes and shoes. And who knows? It might even have some jewelry in it. Owning stuff like that makes people feel as if they’re loaded themselves. You know, keeping up pretenses.”

      “I got one,” Nettie shouts as if she just hooked a fish onto a line. “We’ll take that one.” She points to a small rectangular shiny red case and I nod. If I had to guess which one Nettie would pick, that would be it.

      “That one?” Bess balks. “It looks like a miniature coffin. It probably has a body inside it.”

      “I bet it has a fiddle,” Nettie says, fishing out a couple of bills from her wallet and practically throwing them at the man. “And I bet that fiddle belonged to the devil himself.”

      I glance back and note that Nadine is on the move again as she makes her way out of the building.

      “We have to go,” I say. “We’re losing her.”

      The miniature red casket lands in Nettie’s hands, and soon the three of us are in the back of Dogo’s sedan once again

      “There she goes,” Bess says as Nadine jumps into the same car she arrived in and they pull away from the curb. “Follow that car!”

      We peel away from the curb ourselves and that shiny red suitcase rattles across all three of our laps as if it had a skeleton in it.

      “Wow,” I muse. “It almost sounds as if something is knocking to get out.”

      Bess grunts, “So help me, if there’s a body in there.”

      “Well, Nettie,” I say. “Don’t keep us in suspense. Open her up.”

      She does just that, and the three of us let out a bloodcurdling scream.
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      “Quick, throw it out the window,” I shout.

      “Set it on fire first,” Bess shouts with just as much vigor. “Surely Dogo has a lighter around here somewhere.”

      “You ladies are sadists,” Nettie says, suddenly having a change of heart and cradling the creature she just exhumed from the box of horror.

      “Oh, come on.” Bess clucks her tongue. “You can’t be serious. You screamed just as loud as we did.”

      “Because I was excited,” Nettie says, giving the demented doll a kiss on the cheek.

      Nestled in her arms sits a ventriloquist’s dummy, about three feet tall, with red hair and bright green eyes. His globe of a head is carved out of wood as is what I can see of his limbs. He’s dressed in a dark suit and has on a pinstriped shirt underneath that with a black tie.

      The car goes over a bump and the dummy gives a hard blink right at us.

      The three of us scream once again and this time Dogo joins in on the fun.

      “What’s going on back there?” he calls out as the car careens off the road for a moment. “It sounds like you’re having one heck of a party.”

      “We’re having a party, all right,” Bess says. “It’s called a grave. That’s a senior citizen’s version of a rave.” She glances my way. “Sorry, I had no choice but to group you in with the geriatric bunch.”

      “It’s okay,” I pant. “I’m pretty sure that creature from the red lagoon just shaved ten years off the back end of my life.”

      “You take that back, Trixie Troublefield.” Nettie holds the redheaded toy so close to her chest you’d think she were about to nurse him. “This little haughty has a name, or at least he will once I give it to him. What does he look like to you?”

      “Trouble,” I offer.

      “A curse is more like it,” Bess says.

      “Well, I think he has a spark in his eyes,” Nettie says, inspecting him with a scrutinizing gaze. “And that’s what I’ll call him, Sparky.”

      “Sparky, huh?” Bess rolls her eyes. “Why do I get the feeling he’s going to spark, all right. So help me, if the ship catches fire because of that little wooden menace, I’m never going to speak to you again.”

      “Don’t listen to her, Sparky,” Nettie coos at the tiny terror. “She’s just jealous because she didn’t have the man of her dreams jump into her arms today.”

      “I’ll jump in your arms later,” Dogo calls out from the front seat. He gives a wistful shake of the head. “What are the odds of us ending up in the same place at the same time, Bingo?”

      “All right, I’ll bite.” Bess makes a face. “Bingo?”

      Nettie shrugs. “He had a little trouble remembering my real name, so I just went with it. Plus, I thought it sounded exotic.” She holds her new redheaded flame close and I get a good gander at that petrified grin on his face. “Dogo is right. What are the odds of me seeing him here today? What are the odds of Nadine getting herself some lost luxury luggage? And what are the odds of me meeting the love of my life this afternoon?”

      “Dogo?” I ask with a twinge of hope in my voice.

      “No, Sparky,” she says with a dreamy sigh.

      Bess looks my way. “Once the captain sees that she’s lost her mind, he’ll be forced to put her in an asylum. I take it her family won’t be too happy about it and we’ll be charged with contributory negligence.” She slumps in her seat. “You do realize she’s going to drag that monster all around the ship and we’ll be forced to stare into its creepy eyes for the duration of this trip.”

      “And beyond,” Nettie says it like a battle cry.

      Bess shakes her head. “This day just cannot get any worse.”

      The sedan in front of us pulls into a driveway and on its tail, a sign emerges in my line of vision.

      A hard groan comes from me. “It just got worse.”

      The sign in question reads Welcome to Canopy Zipline Tours.

      Both Nettie and Bess groan as they read the sign themselves.

      The three of us have all been ziplining before, but that was on the ship. To put it in perspective, if the ship were a standard single-family home, that is essentially the equivalent of swinging from the living room to the kitchen.

      But this?

      The small print on the sign reads Sail the span of a mile through clear blue skies and dangerous jungle canopies!

      “Wonderful,” I mutter. “The things we do for justice.”

      “That’s right,” Bess says. “I don’t see Ransom or Quinn out here wrestling dark powers and principalities.”

      “Which one would Sparky be?” Nettie asks.

      “Both,” Bess doesn’t hesitate to answer. “Although something tells me Ransom would be far more thrilled to be sailing through dangerous jungle canopies.”

      “I’m not afraid,” Nettie says as we pull into a parking space. “Sparky makes me brave.”

      “Sparky makes me question my sanity,” Bess mutters. “Come to think of it, so do you.” She nods to her best friend.

      We get out and Dogo offers to wait for us once again as he rolls down his window and lights up a funny cigarette.

      Here’s hoping it’s legal here.

      I watch as Nadine steps up to the ticket window at the front of the facility.

      “Here goes nothing,” I say as I stride right after her. “Nadine?” I balk as if the sight of her offended me.

      I may not be getting an academy award, but at least I’m taking a bite out of crime.

      The redhead looks back at me with her hat under her arm as she finishes putting her wallet into her purse.

      “Oh.” She wrinkles her nose. “You’re from the cruise line.” Her eyes widen a moment. “Is something wrong? Does this have to do with Julia?” Her hand presses to her chest. “Have they found the killer?”

      “No, no,” I say, shaking my hands at her as if trying to stave off any panic. “I’m just here exploring the island. My friend Nettie is a real thrill seeker, and well, my friend Bess and I were on the losing end of a bet.”

      That sounds about right even though it’s a bald-faced lie.

      “Oh, I see.” She laughs. “Well, you’re going to love it.” She leans in. “I’m sort of a thrill seeker myself. I tried to get someone, anyone, from the club to join me this afternoon, but they’re all a bunch of chickens.” She winks.

      I wonder how much truth there is to that statement considering where she went first. I doubt she’d want anyone to know about her little thrifting excursion.

      “Go on and get your tickets,” she says. “I’ll meet you in the training area.”

      We part ways and I quickly procure tickets for Nettie, Bess, and me, and soon we’re seated one row back from Nadine in the training room.

      No more than a dozen people are participating, so it should be relatively easy to stay close to my mark. Although she’s not really my mark. I just need to get some information out of her.

      Nadine has been nothing but nice and forthcoming. This should be a pleasure—should being the operative word. Now that there’s a death-defying act of in-air suspension involved, it’s anything but a pleasure.

      After a thoroughly frightening safety instruction course, and signing away my rights to sue the company should I become maimed or dismembered—I’m sensing a theme—we’re led as a group through a thicket of banyan trees, as a red dirt trail leads to a set of metal steps set in the middle of the jungle.

      Steadily, we climb to the top where, thankfully, Nadine and I, along with Nettie and Bess, fall near the back of the line.

      I’m not going to lie, with each passing step, I see my life flash before my eyes. In my thirst for justice, I seem to have forgotten I’m not a fan of heights. A million years ago my kids had bunk beds while we did some remodeling. Just climbing up to the top bunk to change the sheets used to make me dizzy and fear for my life.

      I might be able to winnow a secret or two from Nadine, but it won’t do me any good once I drop dead from sheer terror.

      Nettie foists that demonic puppet of hers in front of Nadine and me.

      “What do you say, girls?” The dummy moves his lips as she does her best to speak for him. Although with that deep voice, the smooth movements of his mouth—if I didn’t know better, I’d think that pile of firewood is the real deal. “There’s nothing like stepping into the stratosphere to shake a few secrets out of one another.”

      I sigh over at her.

      Nettie Butterworth isn’t exactly known as the queen of discretion.

      If Nadine thinks we’re here to shake her down, she might just clam up—and maybe contact her attorney posthaste for defamation.

      “I don’t have any secrets,” I say.

      “I don’t either.” Nadine gives a nervous laugh as she inspects that collection of matchsticks sitting on Nettie’s arm. “Who is this little cutie?”

      “I knew I liked you,” Nettie says. “Meet Sparky. He’s my brand new good luck charm. I just picked him up at the—”

      “Zoo,” I shout without meaning to. Does Maui have a zoo? “The zoo in Oahu,” I add. That I know is a fact. Or at least I hope it is.

      “Well, I just love it.” Nadine rakes her fingers through the little guy’s hair. “He reminds me of my Uncle Bo back in Kansas. He runs his own rescue center. Real saint.”

      “That’s wonderful,” I tell her. “We need more people like him.”

      We move up on a platform a few paces and Bess leans in.

      “Such a tragedy on the ship the other night,” she says to Nadine. “How is your group handling it all?”

      I offer Bess a contended nod for her effort.

      Nadine moans, “It’s just been terrible. Everyone is so down they hardly want to leave their cabins. I’ve been texting the group chat nonstop, telling them that Julia would want them to go out and live this life to the fullest—especially seeing that she can’t. I let them know it’s the highest way they can honor her. I’m hoping they’ll take it to heart before the cruise comes to an end.”

      “I hope so, too.” And this is the perfect segue to what comes next. “I bumped into Jane a few days ago. She did mention something about Julia having a secret or two.”

      “Julia?” Nadine averts her eyes. “I think it’s Jane who has the secrets. Oh, I’m sure Julia knew about them, but they weren’t hers per se.” She takes a breath. “I think it had something to do with Jane’s new—and quite secretive employment.”

      “Which is?” I lean my ear her way to hear over the screams of the person just shoved off the landing and into the jungle with nothing but a string restraining them from certain death.

      She shrugs. “Something to do with shoes.” Her lips twist with frustration. “Believe me, I’ve tried to figure that one out myself. Of course, her biggest secret, the one that cost her everything—” She glances around before leaning in. “You know, the one where she was caught red-handed for buying those luxury brands and returning them while trying to pass herself off as someone that those companies actually wanted to work with?”

      I give a quick nod. “I heard.”

      Tinsley had told me that much.

      Nadine leans in farther as do Bess and Nettie.

      “Turns out, Jane wasn’t outed as a fraud by those companies. They couldn’t care less about her. There was a whistleblower.”

      Sparky lunges forward. “A whistleblower?” He gasps. And believe me, it was pretty convincing, too. “Who was it? Who? Who?”

      Nadine nods his way. “It was—”

      “Next,” one of the guides shouts as they pull Nadine forward.

      “Just my luck,” I hiss as I watch Nadine Dixon fly off into the abyss like a dove without wings.

      “Don’t worry,” Bess says. “We’ll get it out of her on the other side.”

      I watch as Nadine sails across a vast expanse filled with tropical trees and flowers alike and my heart demands to stop beating spontaneously.

      “It depends which other side you’re referencing,” I tell her. “I’d better go next so I can spend as much time with her as poss—” Before I can finish my sentence, a spray of blue stars appears in our midst as a handsome-as-Ransom apparition materializes before us.

      Just when I didn’t think things could get more interesting.
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      I suck in a quick breath. “It’s you again,” I hiss at the handsome denim suit wearing specter before me as a breeze picks up and does its best to blow me right off the perch I’m standing on.

      “Is it really him?” Bess asks, looking to the exact spot I’m glaring in. A blue hard hat sits crooked on her head as she awaits her turn to jump off a proverbial cliff.

      And to think we shelled out the big bucks for this. Or at least I did. This entire dizzying fiasco is on me.

      “Is it the Ransom Baxter look-alike? The ghost?” Bess squawks just a touch too loud.

      But with all the screaming coming from the rest of our troop as they’re launched like bottle rockets into the nether sphere, I doubt anyone heard. At this point, we’re all just a heartbeat away from becoming ghosts ourselves.

      “That’s the ghost in question,” I say, shaking my head while the glowing scepter sheds a beguiling grin.

      “My plan!” Nettie bucks before shoving Sparky in my face. “You go get ’em, girl. Bess and Nettie will handle the suspect at hand.” They cut in front of me while I do my best to nab that wily ghost, but he’s proving elusive.

      Bess gets shoved off the platform next, screaming her head off as one does.

      Nettie is getting hooked up next and Sparky is getting strapped to her back like a bomb.

      I charge at the ghost who has the nerve to look like the man I have more than a certain affection for.

      “Who are you and what did you have to do with Julia Edwards?”

      Nettie is pushed off the ledge and belts out a howl like an entire pack of hyenas with their tails on fire.

      His lips curl into his cheek on one side and I’ve never seen a cockier expression on a man’s face—not even my ex’s and that’s saying a lot.

      “Phineas George, that’s my name.” He frowns, looking that much more like Ransom. “And yes, I knew the deceased. Apparently, that’s what I’m here for.”

      “You knew Julia…” My mind reels with the possibilities. Julia was a touch older than me, and according to the denim suit before me, Bess is right. Phineas must have died in the seventies. “So Julia was a little girl when she knew you.”

      “Someone is good at math.” He gives a slight bow. “And that someone was me. I was her math instructor, junior high.”

      I’m next. Soon enough, I’m quickly harnessed up and promptly pushed off the ledge.

      A harrowing scream rips from me as I watch the sky, the ground, and the trees in that tropical canopy whiz by in a dizzying blur. I take a deep breath and ready myself for my second screaming session when a handsome face pops up before me. Phineas wraps his body around mine and I don’t hesitate to scream right through him.

      He tips his head back and shudders. “Such a rush.”

      “You’re welcome,” I say, squeezing my eyes shut tight.

      “Don’t do that, honey,” he says. “Open them up. There are so few delights in the carnal world. And Lord knows the time under the sun only lasts but a moment. Open your eyes and take a look at the kaleidoscope around us.” He leans in and I can feel the warmth of his skin close to mine—something I’m convinced is more of an illusion than it is a reality. Phineas George is not a warm body—because, for one, he doesn’t have a body.

      I pry one eye open, then the other, and do my best to take it all in.

      “It’s a little bit of magic, isn’t it?” he asks as he brushes his finger across my cheek.

      “Yes,” I whisper as I take in the world rushing past me at a million miles an hour. “It is.”

      Thankfully, the platform appears and I somehow manage to make my way onto it.

      “Wasn’t that great?” Nadine is there to greet me, right along with Bess, Nettie, and Nettie’s little fiery friend.

      “It was great,” I pant as I’m loosened from the harness. “So who was it?” I force a smile her way. “Who was the whistleblower who outed Jane?”

      Nettie lands that redheaded menace my way.

      “Julia Edwards,” he murmurs. “That’s old news, Trix. We found out that little tidbit ten minutes ago. Wait until you hear what we gleaned next.”

      Bess steps on Nettie’s foot and Sparky nearly goes flying off the ledge.

      “What did you do that for?” Nettie howls, hopping on one leg.

      “Because I saw a spider on your shoe,” Bess shouts above the howling. “A lethal spider that has the ability to kill the case.”

      I groan as she says that last word.

      “So it was Julia.” I nod to Nadine. “I should have figured. And well, I guess that gives Jane a motive. Revenge.”

      Nadine shrugs. “Maybe. I mean, she was with Julia all night. But then, so was I and so were a lot of people that night.” She winces. “Even the one person Julia couldn’t stand the most—Travis Weatherly.”

      “That’s right. The sportscaster,” I say. “Why couldn’t she stand him?”

      “They were together for a while,” she says as we move up on the platform and Phineas reappears from the direction of this new drop-off.

      “This one is steeper and longer,” he tells me. “You won’t like it.”

      “Boy, aren’t you a ball of sunshine,” I mutter.

      Nadine’s mouth falls open. “What’s that?”

      “Oh, not you.” My fingers fly to my lips. “I meant this leg of the course. It looks steeper and longer.”

      “It is. It’s going to be my favorite.” She winks.

      “So Julia had a relationship with Travis?” I gulp as I ask the question because I can’t seem to take my eyes off the expanse that I’m expected to cross with my sanity hanging on a string.

      She nods. “She loved him. But Travis loved everybody. He was a notorious cheat. Rumor has it, she’s the one who called the station and reported he was having an affair with an intern. You couldn’t trust Julia with a secret to save your life.”

      “I bet that’s what cost the woman her own life,” Bess points out.

      “I bet you’re right,” Nadine says as they hook her up to the harness once again and soon she’s sailing off into the great beyond—or the great above as it were.

      Sparky lands in front of me again. “You know what this means, Dodo?”

      “Who are you calling Dodo?” I ask, affronted as I shake my head at Nettie.

      “Don’t look at me,” she says. “He’s the one who said it.”

      I make a face. “What does it mean, Sparky?” I ask the wooden stump in an effort to play along.

      “It means we’ve got another suspect,” Sparky barks in my face. “And everyone knows when a man’s ego is split like a piñata that spells Troublefield.”

      “I see what you did there.” I give a curt nod to Nettie.

      Soon, Bess is off to the races again, then Nettie, then Phineas, and me.

      “We must stop meeting like this,” Phineas teases as he wraps himself around me like a vine.

      “Phineas, what do you know about the case? What do you know about Julia?”

      “I know she was killed. And I know she had lousy friends. Same was true when she was in school.” He leans in and brushes his lips to mine. “And I know I want more of that right there from you.”

      “Good luck, buddy,” I say, screaming my way across to the other side. “And don’t you dare touch your lips to mine again,” I say, inadvertently looking at the guide who just plucked me from thin air.

      “Sorry, lady.” He gives a nervous laugh. “Just doing my job.”

      Perfect. And I look like a nutjob.

      On second thought, that just might be my job.

      The guides become more efficient and Nadine sails off before I can get to her for the next five legs of our tour of terror. And you can bet I screamed every inch of the way.

      And oddly enough, Phineas is growing on me. Not only did he try his best to calm me, but he acted as a tour guide as he pointed out exotic plants and animals alike as we flew by them at breakneck speeds.

      By the time we reach the last landing, and hike back down a lengthy steel staircase, we’re all zonked and on the downside of a major adrenaline rush.

      “That was so fun,” I say to Nadine, and surprisingly I mean it this time. “Thank you for that.”

      “What are you thanking me for?” She laughs.

      Phineas pops up, and with that dark frown on his face he looks far more like Ransom than I’m comfortable with.

      “Try not to out yourself to the woman,” he says. “ I’ll see you back on the ship, Mrs. Troublefield.” He offers a polite nod. “I’m sure you’ll be begging for a kiss before you know it.” He gives a cocky wink before dissipating into a vat of miniature stars.

      Nadine scoots in a notch. “Hey, are you feeling okay? You look as if you just saw a ghost.”

      “I did,” I tell her. “Mine. I’m not a fan of heights, and my life just blinked through my mind seven times.”

      She laughs as Nettie and Bess come this way.

      “Take good care of your friend,” she tells them. “And all three of you—four of you”—she takes a moment to pinch Sparky’s wooden cheek—“are invited to the Culture Club dance party before we leave the ship. It’s a seventies theme.”

      Most things seem to be these days, specifically Phineas.

      “I’m already looking forward to it,” she adds. “I hope to see you around before then, too.” She gives a friendly wave before taking off for the locker room.

      “So how did it go?” Bess asks.

      “Is she the killer?” Sparky shakes his entire body as he shouts the question.

      “Would you shush?” Bess swats him on the bottom. “Keep it down or we might just be moved to kill you.”

      He belts out a throaty laugh her way. “You keep doling out the spankings, and I’ll let you do whatever you like.”

      “Kill me.” Bess closes her eyes.

      Someone did kill Julia Edwards, and I’m determined to find out exactly who that is.

      Travis Weatherly is next on my list. Here’s hoping he draws a straight line to whoever did the deed.

      Our jaunt around the Tropics is about to run out of time—and so is the killer.
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      My hot date with Ransom is set for today on the magical isle of Maui. So the first thing I do is get up early and make a beeline to the Blue Water Café. We’ve been to Maui before and done everything from snorkel the glorious shorelines to drive the Road to Hana. So it makes me wonder what we’ll be doing today.

      Since Ransom is being secretive about where our little adventure may lead, I decide against a heavy breakfast of my usual fare, eggs, sausages, pancakes, and waffles.

      Instead, I opt for light and airy crullers—six of them to be exact—three glazed and three chocolate. Of course, it took two cups of coffee to wash all that donut deliciousness down. And by the time I was through, I was craving something savory to balance out my electrolytes so I picked up a quick bagel, slathered it with cream cheese, and added copious amounts of smoked salmon and red onions.

      Believe me, when your body begs for a hint of salt, nothing hits the spot like good old-fashioned lox and bagels. And as I’m leaving the café, I happen to see the kitchen staff bring out a basket of fresh baked muffins—chocolate with chocolate chips. Those are just my favorite, so I snap one right up and gobble it down before I leave the facility.

      Ransom arranged to meet me at the entry to the gangway, and once I arrive, I see him chatting away with Captain Crawford.

      Wes is always nice enough to see the passengers off as they disembark for the day. And many passengers—mostly women—use this as an opportunity to get their pictures taken with the captain.

      “Gentlemen,” I say with a spring in my step as I come upon them. I’m wearing my signature gauzy dress in pink, with a matching pink one-piece underneath it. And I’ve got my beach bag hiked over my shoulder, complete with a beach towel, enough suntan lotion to coat the West Coast, and a hat big enough to cover the planet. You can’t be too safe in my book.

      “Trixie.” Wes offers me a dimpled grin. “You look ready to tackle the island and gorgeous, might I add..”

      Ransom nods. “I agree, you look lovely. And with me as your guide, we’ll be tackling a lot today. Are you ready?”

      “I’m so ready.” I laugh.

      Wes nods. “I ran into Nettie and she told me all about that adventure you had yesterday during the zipline tour.” He frowns a moment. “Or rather, Sparky told me all about it.”

      Ransom’s eyebrows pinch in the middle. “Who’s Sparky?”

      Ransom didn’t make it to dinner, thus his lack of knowledge when it comes to the ship’s newest wooden guest.

      “For a detective, you’re not apprised of all that much.” Wes doesn’t hesitate with the dig. “Don’t worry, Trixie.” He winks my way. “Your secret is safe with me. Have a great day.”

      Ransom takes up my hand and we head for the gangway. But in the back of my mind, I can’t help but wonder what exactly that little wooden demon may have told Wes.

      I don’t think for a minute that Nettie would tell Wes about my ability to see the dead, thus my misadventures with Phineas, but would Sparky? Not that Sparky is sentient, but well, Nettie does like to let him off the chain as evidenced by the fact he embarked on a full-blown stand-up routine last night during dinner.

      I’ll admit, he was pretty good at it, too. I almost believed he was a separate entity from Nettie, and a part of me very much does believe that.

      Ransom and I nestle up on the open-air tender and he holds me in his strong arms as we watch Maui glow with a tangerine kiss from the sun. I’ve never seen colors as vibrant as I do here in Maui, from the verdant foliage to the tropical waters, the pristine blue sky, and the white powdered sand.

      Maui is a dream within a dream. And the fact that I get to spend the day with Ransom is the cherry on top of that dream.

      As soon as we hit land, we jump into the rental car Ransom has waiting for us. Ransom has traveled to the islands so many times he has everything dialed in as far as transportation, food, and sightseeing goes.

      We head straight for the north shore of the island, and once we arrive, we hit a rental shop and pick up some snorkel gear before heading to one of our favorite beaches, Kapalua Bay.

      The bay is a small cove with soft sand and a grassy knoll just above that. A couple of banyan trees stretch out their branches like wings and offer a scant amount of shade to the tourists huddled beneath them. But for the most part, bikini-clad bodies are strewn over the sand, most of those reading a book while the gentle waves lap over the shoreline.

      The crystal blue waters are brimming with swimmers, people in inner tubes, and even a few paddle boarders out by the horizon.

      Ransom and I get right in that warm water with our fins and snorkel and immediately a sea turtle the size of a kiddie pool greets us.

      Ransom offers me a thumbs-up at the sight before taking my hand as we swim side by side exploring the cove and following its curve to the next bay over where it’s a bit more desolate of humans but teeming with colorful fish in every shape and size.

      The dimly lit underworld blooms around us, as bubbles fill our ears and pale legs struggle to tread water in the distance. Parrotfish, butterfly fish, and entire schools of silver minnows swim past and between us.

      We swim for what feels like hours, coming up for cool air every now and again, and to steal a few heated kisses. On our way back from the cove, we swim past what look to be underwater caves, giant black boulders that make up the side of the landscape below the surface. I spot something glowing in between the rocks and lead us that way just as something long and slithery jumps out at me like one of those snakes in a can that my son used to delight in scaring me half to death with.

      A shrill scream drills from me as I race to the surface and Ransom catches up, laughing as he pulls me close.

      “It was just an eel,” he says.

      “Just an eel?” I balk as I wrap my legs around his warm body. “For your information, it is never just an eel. It is one of nature’s most terrifying instruments of terror. That thing came after me with a vengeance as if I were trying to steal its lunch.”

      He offers a mournful smile, albeit short-lived. “Speaking of lunch, have you eaten yet?”

      “A little.” That might sound like a little lie, but it’s all relative.

      Just a year ago, the food I had for breakfast this morning would have qualified as an aggressive dining experience, but since I’ve given up counting how many calories or meals I have in one day, it’s more or less a snack compared to what I’m capable of shoving down my pie hole now in an entire day.

      Speaking of which, Bess, Nettie, and I have decided we need a do-over as far as that food tour goes, seeing that we chose to fight crime rather than the lines at all the local restaurants. And believe me, that do-over is taking place before we leave the Tropics.

      “How about we pick up some lunch?” he offers. “I’ll take you somewhere memorable, and we can make a picnic out of it.”

      “Sounds like heaven.” I bite down on a smile and take in this handsome man before me.

      Ransom Baxter on dry land is a sight to behold, but Ransom Baxter dripping wet is a demigod worthy to be worshipped. I land another kiss to his lips, and this time we linger, right there under the warmth of the tropical sun, in the warm bath of the Pacific, with Maui serving as a glorious backdrop.

      I never want to forget this moment as long as I live.

      Ransom Baxter is a man’s man through and through—and he’s all mine. I can’t imagine what could possibly come between us.

      We return our snorkel gear to the rental shop and decide on a food truck for lunch—sushi. Two California rolls—mostly crab—and two dragon rolls—crab, avocado, and eel! Take that, you little jump-scare in the ocean. Two spicy tuna rolls and two salmon rolls. But as if that wasn’t enough, the scent of burgers grilling from the next truck over practically demands that we sample a few, so we each pick up a burger, along with a bag of kettle fried plantain chips.

      We nosh on the kettle chips as Ransom hits the highway. And the plantain chips are to die for. They have a hint of banana with just the right amount of sugar and salt sprinkled on them. And they’re heartier than I would have thought.

      Ransom exits the highway, but we don’t end up at the harbor. We end up at the airport.

      “Are you ready for our next adventure?” he asks as he weaves his way through the facility.

      “Does it involve unclaimed luggage?”

      His brows furrow my way. “No.”

      “Then I’m fine with whatever you have in mind.”

      Here’s hoping I won’t live to regret those words.
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      Apparently, Ransom has a helicopter in mind.

      The next thing I know, we’ve whisked away from the island, and just as we rise into the sky, a smaller island comes into view—and within moments we’ve landed at another airport.

      “Welcome to Molokai,” Ransom says over the beating of the blades as he shuttles us off into yet another waiting rental car.

      Molokai is one of the two smaller islands just west of Maui. All I know about them is that Molokai is the more populated of the two, and far less touristy than Maui. I hear the residents would like to keep it that way as well, can’t say I blame them. And rumor has it, Lanai, the smaller of the two, offers breathtaking snorkeling.

      “Going on a date with you is a lot like dating James Bond,” I tell him as we hit the highway.

      Ransom chuckles. “I can promise you, there won’t be any bad guys after us while we’re here. You’re safe with me.”

      “I always feel safe with you,” I say, and I mean every word.

      Ransom drives us to what looks like a forest that offers peekaboo views of the vast Pacific.

      “Last stop, Papohaku Beach. Three miles of sandy shoreline with distant views of Diamond Head.”

      “You’re kidding,” I say. “As in Diamond Head Crater on Oahu?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “This I’ve got to see.”

      Ransom leads us down a sandy trail that cuts through the sweeping canopy of trees, and sure enough, miles of shoreline stretch in either direction. Out on the horizon, I see the cutout of a landscape that leaps into the air and flattens out and I gasp at the sight. Views of Diamond Head Crater, indeed.

      I shake my head in disbelief as I take in this vast stretch of land—vacant land as it were.

      “Ransom, there’s nobody here,” I marvel. “We have this entire place to ourselves.”

      “That’s why it’s one of my favorite beaches,” he says, wrapping an arm around me as we walk along the warm sand until we land our beach blanket down and indulge in the culinary fare we picked up in Maui.

      We indulge in burgers and sushi rolls alike, sipping on the ice-cold drinks we picked up before we left.

      “This is the good life,” I say, falling onto my stomach next to him as we watch the waves roll in.

      “This is, indeed. How do you like life on the ship?”

      “Are you kidding? Room service twice a day, not to mention having my towels morph into everything from elephants to swans? Sweeping views of the South Pacific anytime I want, and don’t get me started on the food. I more than approve. Did you know I had a hankering for something to eat last night just north of midnight and I had room service bring me a snack?”

      He arches a brow. There’s a smile twitching on his lips, but he’s too stubborn to give it. “And what was the snack?”

      “That snack was a grilled quesadilla filled with melted Monterey jack cheese and a side of fresh guacamole to go along with it. And don’t think I didn’t satisfy my sweet tooth. I couldn’t help it. The siren song of that New York cheesecake was too difficult to ignore. Plus, they had fresh blueberries, and nothing reminds me of Maine like fresh blueberries.”

      “I can’t fault you for it. Every now and again, I get a hankering for home myself.”

      “Isn’t that something that we’re both from Maine? The captain, too.”

      “It is something.” He frowns at the mention of Wes. “I had room service last night as well,” he confesses. “A couple of Wagyu burgers and a side of chocolate cake with caramel sauce. We have more in common with every passing day.” He needles me with those daring blue eyes. “Do you have something you’d like to confess to me, Detective Troublefield?”

      Now it’s me making a face. “All right, so I spoke with Nadine Dixon yesterday. She said that Travis Weatherly and Julia were dating. He cheated on her, and well, to exact revenge, she outed the affair he had with a staffer—the very reason he lost his job.”

      “And revenge could have very well been his motive,” he admits. “But I implore you to leave that to me to tease out.”

      “Duly noted, Detective,” I say. “A little birdie told me that the coroner found cobra venom in Julia’s system.”

      His chest expands as he looks my way. “Why do I get the feeling that bird brain’s name is Cockburn?”

      I wince because a part of me really didn’t want to rat out Wes.

      He shakes his head. “I knew Wes couldn’t be trusted with volatile information like that.”

      A laugh bubbles from me. “Why are you always so testy when it comes to Wes? Never mind. I already know the answer to that.” Wes will never live down the fact he was once married to Ransom’s sister. I heard she took off for greener pastures—in Colombia where she hooked up with a drug lord. I can certainly understand why Ransom is upset about it all. “And Wes didn’t know he wasn’t supposed to tell me. In fact, he thought I already knew. I wish that hot detective I’m dating would have given me a clue.”

      “That hot detective you’re dating is afraid you’ll figure out who the killer is and you’ll end up confronting them.”

      “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “You’ve done it before.”

      Now it’s me frowning at him. “Okay, so you got me there. But if I figure out who the killer is this time, you can rest assured you’ll be the only person I’ll confront with my theory.” I bite my lip a moment. “I bet the killer slipped the venom into her drink, but how could she not taste it?”

      “Cobra venom has a sweet flavor profile. It could be tangy but nothing a strong cocktail wouldn’t cover.”

      “What about the security footage from the Diamond Lounge? Any luck there?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing you should concern yourself about, and nothing that will solve this case.”

      “So who do you think has a connection with snake venom?” I ask, unrelenting. “I mean, it’s very specific. Maybe one of them works at an exotic pet shop, or has ties to someone who does?”

      His cheek rides up. “Maybe. Or they could have picked up the venom on the black market. I’ll have to do a little more digging. As in me, alone.” He picks up my hand and kisses the back of it. “The other night when you were in the hot tub, you were upset. Do you want to talk about that now?”

      “Not now, not ever,” I mutter.

      “I get it.” He jiggles my hand a moment. “We don’t have to go there. There are some things we need to work out for ourselves.”

      “Ransom.” I scoot in until our arms are touching. “You wouldn’t happen to have had a relative named Phineas George, would you?”

      “Phineas George?”

      I cringe because a part of me is half-afraid that if we say his name one more time we might just conjure him up.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think so. Why?”

      A laugh lives and dies in my chest. “That was just my clever way of changing the subject.”

      He reels me in until I’m in his arms. “I’ve got a clever way of changing the subject, too. The case is mine, Trixie. And so are these lips.”

      Ransom kisses me as if proving a point, as if he were hell-bent on getting my mind off the case, off the world, and melting my mind while he was at it, and he achieves his every last goal.

      A few minutes ago, I couldn’t imagine what could possibly come between Ransom and me, and yet here we are as close as can be—and yet with Julia Edwards’ homicide case wedged between us.

      I understand his need to protect me and his need to solve the case on his own. He is, after all, the trained professional in the equation.

      But I’m a trained professional in a certain field, too—that of tripping over dead bodies. And if there’s one thing I feel led to do, it’s to solve Julia Edwards’ murder.

      And by Phineas George, I’m going to do it.
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      Suddenly Single—What a Trip!

      Maui and Molokai brought adventure and romance—yes, romance (lots of steamy kisses were doled out by a certain detective who has mysteriously stolen my heart). But today we’ve landed at one of the most dazzling displays that nature has to offer—the Big Island.

      The Big Island of Hawaii is as glorious and majestic as a roaring lion. I’ve been here a handful of times before with the ship and enjoyed every heated minute. And by heated, I mean HOT.

      The air on the Big Island is drier than the other islands, and thus the heat is that much more intense, but the floral scents that perfume this paradise, the rocky volcanic crags, the vast expanse void of the dense humanity that some of the other islands entertain, it is truly a unique experience all on its own.

      I’ve created more than a few memories on this stately slice of planet earth, some of which include visiting the City of Refuge, the haunted highway, a coffee plantation (highly recommended!), Volcano National Park, an all-night pancake diner (a must for the foodie in you), among other amazing activities. So as the Emerald Queen docks in Hilo Harbor, I cannot wait to see what new adventures await my friends and me at this glorious destination. The best part? No ex-husbands are involved.

      Keep safe and happy travels!

      XOXO ~ Trixie

      

      After a quick run to the Blue Water Café, where I chose to forgo my usual fare and enjoyed a custom omelet brimming with sausages, bacon, chives, peppers, and handfuls of glorious cheese, I hightailed it to the formal dining room to meet up with Bess and Nettie to discuss our itinerary for the day.

      Ransom let me know last night at dinner that he had an entire roster of minuscule legal nuances that would tie him up for the day but hinted of steamy things to come for the two of us, right here on the Big Island.

      Steamy was the actual word he used, which sent up a red flag for me for more than one reason. First, that’s not a word I’ve ever heard Ransom use before in any connotation. And secondly, it conjured up all sorts of steamy visuals—concerning the two of us, of course.

      Those red lace naughty accouterments that Elodie gifted me run through my mind.

      “Do you think this is it? Is Ransom ready to take things to the next steamy level with me?” I ask Bess and Nettie as I fall into a peach velvet chair across from them and make my steamy thoughts known. Okay, so I may have inadvertently inquired of a certain fiery-haired wooden boy by proxy as well, but that’s only because he seems to have permanently taken over Nettie Butterworth’s left arm.

      “He was certainly implying something,” Bess says, putting down her menu, a sure signal that lets our waiter know we’re ready to put in our order. Bess has donned a blue and white checkered blouse and paired it with denim capris. Bess rarely, if ever, wears shorts because she’s not a fan of the sun, but she has a collection of sunhats with three-foot brims, so she’s essentially in the shade at all given times.

      “Oh yeah, something deliciously steamy is afoot.” Nettie moans with delight, and that gray bun sitting on her head wobbles like an unstable bird’s nest. She has on a red and white floral muumuu and looks a little like a walking, talking distress signal—not a far cry from the truth. “He was trying to tell you something, all right.”

      Sparky, the dummy among us, leans my way with that perma-grin frozen on his wooden face. “And I know exactly what he was trying to tell you.”

      Bess moans, “Do not prod her—him, Trixie.”

      But I choose to ignore the warning.

      “Enlighten us.” I flick my fingers at Nettie for her to make haste with it, too.

      Sparky jerks his creepy little head my way. “The Big Island is the exact locale where he’s about to gift you something equally as big—himself.”

      My mouth falls open.

      “I warned you not to prod it.” Bess shrugs. “Now you’re going to have something big stuck inside your head all day long.”

      Nettie nods. “And if she’s lucky, she’ll have something big stuck inside another part of her all night long.”

      “I bet it’s wooden,” Sparky adds with far too much glee.

      “Oh, for the love of humanity,” Bess groans hard as she nabs a waiter and we quickly put in our orders.

      Eggs benedict all around, with an addition of oatmeal for Bess, a lobster tail for Nettie, and an order of red velvet pancakes for me.

      Nettie shakes her head at her bestie. “What kind of a loon orders oatmeal on a cruise ship?”

      “The kind that already indulged in a pineapple muffin at Sea Beans,” Bess tells her. “And also the kind of loon that hangs out with another loon who orders a lobster tail for breakfast.” She turns to me. “The only reason they’re willing to give her a dinner item at breakfast is because she tips extra—in cash.”

      “The lobster is for you-know-who.” Nettie knocks her head to Sparky’s before leaning toward Bess. “And speaking of which, your wallet is running low on the green stuff.”

      Bess balks, “I knew it. I knew you’ve been dipping into my cookie jar.”

      “Who cares about your cookie jar?” Nettie says. “I’m more interested in who’s going to be dipping into Trixie’s cookie jar tonight. Or should I say nookie jar?” She waggles her brows with the innuendo.

      My mouth opens to say something just as a spray of tiny blue stars erupts above the seat that Ransom traditionally sits in, and sure enough, his look-alike materializes with a hedonistic smile twitching on his lips.

      And just like that, our morning got a little more interesting.
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      “Good morning, beautiful. I hear there’s a cookie jar that’s looking to be looted. I’m here to volunteer for the effort,” Phineas George says with a wicked grin, right here in the formal dining room as we wait for our breakfast to arrive.

      “Keep dreaming, soul boy.” I hold out my hands to Bess and Nettie. “Phineas the far-too-friendly ghost is here, floating in Ransom’s chair.” I flick my fingers and they both latch onto me.

      I found that I act as sort of a conduit for the dead. If someone is holding my flesh, they, too, can hear straight through to the other side. It’s not something I asked for, but then, it’s not exactly something I’m protesting either. I’ve already filled both Bess and Nettie in on this Ransom Baxter doppelgänger and his quasi-romantic intentions with me.

      “What’s cookin’, good looking.” Nettie winks in the direction of the denim-loving specter and he winks right back.

      “The heat on this infernal island,” he grouses. “Why in heaven’s name would people pay to step onto a rock born of fire and sulfur? It’s as if Hades has opened for tourism.”

      “This earthly version of Hades is robed in more than a little paradise,” I tell him.

      “Speaking of paradise,” Nettie says. “Give us the scoop.” She hitches her head toward Bess. “One of us is aging rapidly, and rumor has it, she’ll soon be promoted to the big cruise ship in the sky.”

      Bess chuffs at the thought, “Says the one who will most likely be leading the way. Who are you calling old?”

      “Hear that?” Nettie nods my way. “She can’t even remember the last five minutes of our conversation. There’s not a lot of hope for her.”

      “There’s plenty of hope for just about anyone,” Phineas counters as he nods to Bess. “You, my redheaded friend, are going to enjoy the spoils of utopia. The men of the kingdom are enamored with copper treasures such as yourself.”

      “Don’t get too excited,” Nettie warns. “I have it on good authority the curtains don’t match the carpet.”

      Bess kicks me from under the table and I give a hearty oof.

      “Sorry,” she says. “That was meant for the Peeping Tom next to you.”

      “I’m no Peeping Tom,” Nettie says. “It was Sparky here. He needed to borrow a brush for his own copper locks, so I headed into your cabin this morning. It’s not his fault you don’t shut the bathroom door when you shower.”

      Bess leans back. “How on earth did you get into my cabin?” She gives my hand the death squeeze as if I were to blame for the breaking and entering.

      Nettie sheds an indulgent grin. “Let’s just say I’m a good tipper with the housekeeping staff as well.”

      “Go on,” I say to Phineas before a bar brawl breaks out over a used hairbrush and carpeting that may or may not match the curtains. “What brings you here?”

      “Forget about here,” Bess says. “Tell us more about paradise. As much as I don’t care to think about it, Nettie is right. I won’t be trapped in this skin forever. And for every vacation I’ve ever taken, I’ve done some research on the place I was headed to. Since I can’t exactly do that with paradise, you’re my best bet. Lay it on me, Phineas. What do I have to look forward to on this next adventure?”

      “All right,” Nettie says. “I want to be in the know, too—and so does Sparky.”

      Phineas lifts a brow. “Sorry to be the one to break it to your wooden friend, but there’s no port of entry for him.”

      Nettie’s jaw drops and so does Sparky’s. “Where’s the port of entry?” she demands. “And who do I see about putting in a formal complaint? Wooden boys have rights, too, you know.”

      Phineas pins an affable smile to his face. “The Good Book has the answers you seek.”

      “Great news,” Bess tells Nettie. “The ship has a Bible in the bedside table of each cabin. You can start digging for that wooden loophole tonight.” She nods at me. “We know the way, but just to be sure, I’d better brush up on my beliefs tonight.”

      “You must be certain,” he says. “But alas, even though there’s only so much time one is given to believe, you’d be surprised how many eleventh-hour pardons abound in the good kingdom. It goes to prove no matter how big the sinner, how great the sin, a final breath is still plenty of time to make amends with your maker.”

      “Good to know,” Nettie says. “Hear that, Sparky? There’s still time to set this space rock ablaze with misdeeds and some good old-fashioned immorality.”

      Bess rolls her eyes. “I’m pretty sure that wasn’t the takeaway he intended.”

      “Indeed not,” he says. “But that doesn’t mean I’m opposed to a little carnal fun.” He purses his lips my way.

      “Good to know they’re still hot-to-trot on the other side,” Bess says without the proper enthusiasm. “Hey, wait a minute... The Good Book specifically says there’s no marriage in heaven.”

      “Yeah.” Nettie chuckles. “That’s why they call it paradise.”

      “You’re both right,” he tells them. “But the fact there is no marriage is often misconstrued as there are no romantic inclinations in paradise. Marriage on earth is a strict covenant that yokes two people as one. People often feel trapped in that binding agreement for various reasons, and as far as spiritual laws are concerned, they rather are. Nevertheless, that covenant isn’t allowed in paradise. It’s more of a concept than a law.”

      “Wait,” I say. “So you’re telling me there’s still romance in the Good Place?”

      “Of course, there’s still romance.” He frowns and looks decidedly like Ransom on any given day—sans the unfortunate denim suit. “Why people infer that there’s no romance is beyond me. When the Master creates something wonderful, He doesn’t get rid of it. He improves on it.”

      “Now this I’ve got to see to believe,” Bess says. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m no prude. But I’m not a fan of my cheating husband either.”

      “Fear not,” he tells her. “There’s none of that in your soon-to-be heavenly home.”

      “How soon?” Nettie asks, sounding more than a little anticipatory.

      “Oh hush, you,” Bess snips. “Go on, Phineas. What’s the deal with romantic relationships in the Big House?”

      “You make it sound like a prison,” Nettie mutters.

      “It will be if my ex is allowed to roam free,” Bess mutters back.

      Phineas chuckles to himself. “You won’t have to worry about being hurt by anybody up there. The desire to sin, thus the desire to invoke any hurtful activity against anyone else, has been thoroughly expunged from its inhabitants. And should you find someone who you are inclined to have a romantic connection with, then you would enter into a commitment. That means—”

      “Oh, we know what it means,” Bess says. “You’ll have to explain that to our exes.”

      “Should they arrive, I most certainly will,” he says.

      “Just in case we don’t know the full parameters,” I say. “Go on and finish up the dissertation.”

      “Very well,” he says. “It means that when a man and a woman have decided that they’re going to be exclusive in the romantic sense, they commit to being in a romantic relationship with one another.”

      Sparky bounces an entire foot off of Nettie’s arm. “And I bet that means they can do exclusive stuff—like set one another on fire—in the heavenly sense.”

      Phineas nods. “Indeed, that is one of the perks. The beauty of a commitment over a marriage covenant is that the only thing binding you to one another in the heavenly realm is your desire to be together. On earth, you’re bound by spiritual law; in His kingdom you’re bound by hearts. That wouldn’t have worked here because it would have prompted everyone toward hedonism and swapping out partners on a whim—as you can see is already the case. Let’s just say commitments are not taken lightly where I’m from and people do not claim to have feelings only to light a few celestial flames.”

      “That begs the question”—I say, giving both Bess and Nettie’s hand an inadvertent squeeze—“how long does a typical commitment last in heavenly pastures?”

      He shakes his head. “Seeing there’s no time, I couldn’t be able to quantify it for you.”

      “Knew it.” Bess slams her free hand over the table. “The place is run by men, what could I expect? Their end game is still getting the honey from the honey pot.”

      “The place is run by the divine,” he counters. “And to finish answering the question, not a single commitment has yet to be broken.”

      My mouth falls open. “You mean there are couples who have been dead for over a millennium up there and they’re still going strong?”

      He nods. “They’re just getting started.”

      “Huh,” Bess muses. “Maybe there’s something to this heavenly bliss after all.”

      Nettie leans in. “So you’re saying they had to eradicate human nature to get men to behave?”

      “And women,” he says, looking sternly at her.

      “Why do I get the feeling he’s giving me the stink eye?” Nettie says.

      “Because he can see the stinky sinner in you,” Sparky fires back with a laugh.

      “Who made you say that?” Nettie calls out as she looks at the stump sitting at the end of her arm.

      “Just wait until you hear what else I’ve got to say,” Sparky murmurs. “You talk in your sleep, sister.”

      Bess nods my way. “He really does know her.”

      “Which brings me to my next point,” Nettie growls as she looks at Sparky. “Let’s talk murder.”

      The wooden boy gulps hard just as a dark-haired man with an easy smile walks by talking on his phone.

      “I’ll meet up with you tonight when I get back on the ship,” Travis Weatherly shouts into the receiver.

      Shouting into one’s phone is usually something that would get under my skin anywhere—especially in the formal dining room—but seeing that he’s the next suspect on my list, I don’t seem to mind as much.

      He nods as he cradles the receiver to his ear. “Right now I’m heading out for a shore excursion—hiking around Kilauea.”

      He disappears out of the dining room and I gasp.

      But before I say a word, Elodie nearly passes us by with Layla Beauchamp by her side. Layla is a brunette cutie and a Georgia peach that happens to work down at guest relations. They’re dressed like twins in their white formfitting blouses and navy pencil skirts.

      “What’s going on here?” Elodie backtracks a moment as she inspects the three of us. She can’t see Phineas, but judging by the way his jaw just unhinged, he can certainly see the two beauties who popped up in our presence.

      “Looks like a séance is taking place,” Layla says, looking less than amused by our conjoined hands.

      I quickly shake my hands free. “We were—”

      “Praying.” Bess shrugs my way and I shrug back because, well, the Almighty was in the equation however loosely.

      “Layla, you’re just the person we were about to see,” I tell her. “We need three tickets to today’s hike to Kilauea.”

      “Oh, you don’t want to do that in this heat,” Sparky says. “Your soul will melt right out of your body.”

      Elodie frowns. “You ladies really are getting spiritual this morning.”

      If she only knew.

      I nod. “And that’s exactly why I want to partake in the hike,” I tell them. “Please tell me you have room for three more.” I glance to Bess and Nettie. “That is, unless you’d rather sit this one out.”

      “Knew it,” Elodie says. “You’re tracking down a suspect.”

      Nettie sighs. “Then I’m in like sin.”

      “Not me,” Sparky shouts. “I can’t be out in that heat. I might spontaneously turn into a bonfire.”

      “Please,” Bess moans. “We’re not that lucky.”

      “You better watch your back, Red,” Sparky threatens. “Just because we’re a couple of copperheads doesn’t mean I’ll go easy on you if you stoke my ire.”

      Nettie sits up. “What does ire mean?”

      Both Bess and I give her the stink eye.

      “I’m serious,” Nettie insists. “I’m not controlling what the little guy says. He’s gone sentient on me. There’s a ghost in that little dark suit.”

      “I can assure you there’s no ghost,” I tell her before looking up at Layla. “Will you help us with those tickets?”

      “If you insist on burning alive,” she says. “You can pick them up at my desk in ten minutes. The bus for the excursion leaves in an hour.”

      “Wonderful,” I say as Elodie and Layla take off. “Well, ladies, the volcano might be letting off a little steam today, and if we’re lucky, so will our next suspect—by way of some major clues.”

      Phineas floats right out of his seat. “It looks as if we’ve got a hot date.” And with that, he disappears.

      A hot date, indeed.

      Here’s hoping I’m hot on the killer’s heels. It’s time to put this case to rest, and with that, Julia Edwards will finally be able to rest in peace herself.

      We’re headed to Kilauea to catch a killer—if we can.

      And I have more than a little faith in both the Good Book and us.

      But we’re not making a single move until we finish with breakfast.

      We may want to catch a killer, but we sure as heck aren’t doing it on an empty stomach.

      As Phineas can attest, life is far too short for that.
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      “I’m melting,” a horrid screech emits from that dummy glued to Nettie’s arm. “I’m going to die! We’re all going to die!”

      A handful of tourists crane their necks our way. Although judging by the copious amounts of sweat running down their temples and their red faces, I don’t doubt they share the same sentiment.

      Lord knows I certainly do.

      Who knew the back of my legs could excrete just as much as my underarms? And whose bright idea was it to wear flip-flops out on fiery terrain? Both mine and Nettie’s, apparently. Bess was wise enough to wear sneakers.

      “Would you tell that dummy of yours to keep it down?” Bess nudges her gray-headed bestie. “Someone is going to call an ambulance if you keep this up or the police. And so help me if I end up in jail again because of you.”

      Again?

      “That wasn’t Sparky,” Nettie huffs as we struggle to keep up with the tour group as we’re led through a black lava landscape that has taken this eighty-plus degree weather and magnified it ten times hotter than the surface of the sun. “That was me,” she pants. “And as long as that ambulance is air-conditioned, I won’t mind one bit.”

      “I’m with you on that,” I say as we pause for a moment and thereby disjoint ourselves farther from the sweaty crowd we arrived with.

      Layla was kind enough to comp our tickets, seeing that cruise ship has a handful of freebies they pass out to guests now and again for a good cause. And seeing that we’re here to track down a killer, Layla thought it qualified as a good cause.

      Travis Weatherly may not be the killer, but he is the exact reason we’re here, and the exact reason we had to endure a forty-five-minute drive from the harbor to Volcano National Park.

      Layla had mentioned there would still be plenty of room open for the tour because a daytime hike of the lava fields is not a popular excursion.

      Shocking, I know.

      But alas, there’s still more than a handful of people who didn’t know better, and you can count me in that number.

      I shake my head. “If I knew it would be so unforgivably hot, I would have eschewed the opportunity to dance on a frying pan and waited to catch him tonight when he got back to the ship,” I say, taking off my baseball cap for a moment to wipe the sweat from my forehead. “I’m just thrilled I didn’t end up here with Ransom. One look at the walking ball of grease I’ve become and he’d want to eschew me for the rest of his days.”

      “Please,” Nettie pants as Sparky flops over, flaccid by her side. “Ransom is a man. If a naked woman is in his presence, I’m pretty sure the grease would only add to his interest.”

      Bess nods. “I don’t say this often, but she’s right.”

      “I’m always right,” Nettie growls. “Now let’s get crackin’ before my noggin gets cookin’. I still need a few brain cells to function properly, and as it stands I left a few back on the ship with the lobster tail I didn’t have time to finish.”

      “You left a few back in Vermont, too,” Bess says, mentioning their shared home state. She looks my way. “On top of all of the other funny things Nettie has done, she once ran a funny farm.”

      “A funny farm?” I ask, my interest piqued.

      Nettie nods. “I harvested the greens for funny cigarettes. And like any good farmer, I had to sample the goods to make sure I was doling out quality products.”

      Bess forces a smile. “And that is the story of how she left her brain cells in Vermont. The one she’s got left, she’s given to the walnut strapped to her side.”

      Sparky sits up abruptly, thus evoking a scream from Bess, me, and surprisingly Nettie.

      “Who you calling a walnut?” he barks loud and clear, and I’d swear on everything that is good that I didn’t see Nettie’s lips move once. “You’re one to talk,” he growls her way and both Bess and Nettie cower away from him. “You look like an eggplant with hair.”

      “An eggplant? Really?” Bess scoffs at the idea. “Not only does the eggplant come from the nightshade family, it happens to be one of my favorite hues. And with the right marinara sauce, it doesn’t taste half bad either. I’m not entirely sure I take that as an insult.”

      “Just you wait, Red,” he snarls. “You should see what happened to the last person who insulted me. I’ll find a way to make you pay yet.”

      “Good grief.” Bess fans herself with the pamphlet we were given when we stepped off the bus. “If I knew I was going to be harassed by a bump on a log, I would have opted to stay back on the ship and read by the pool.” She cranes her neck at the tour company wandering farther away. “How much longer do we have to spend in Hades, anyway?”

      “It’s a three-hour tour,” I say. “And don’t either of you dare start singing a familiar tune. The last thing I want is to get stranded out here. And with our luck, despite the mass of humanity swarming around us, I think it’s a distinct possibility.”

      Bess nods. “If only fate would cut us some slack for once.”

      No sooner does she say the words than a dark-haired sportscaster strides by, heading in the exact opposite direction of the tour group.

      “Where are you headed?” I ask, quickly catching up, and with a spring in my step to boot.

      I can’t help it. I always get excited when there’s a shiny new suspect in the vicinity.

      He looks my way and does a double take at the three of us—four of us—as we follow him.

      “Hello there, ladies.” He sheds an easy grin. “Don’t mind me. I love to explore off the beaten path. Feel free to join in on the fun—at your own peril, of course.”

      An invitation to squeeze the brain of a potential killer? I would be remiss to say no.

      A spray of miniature stars lights up the vicinity as a denim suit-wearing specter appears looking more than mildly annoyed.

      “Trixie,” he growls as he floats alongside us. “What’s with the infernal heat? Even for the Tropics, this is flirting with subterranean insanity.”

      “We’re standing on an active volcano,” I tell him without thinking it through.

      Travis looks my way and nods. “And with the heat this giant rock is exuding, you’d think it were about to open up and swallow us down in a pit full of lava.”

      “It might be cooler down there,” Bess says as her fingers work overtime to fan her face.

      “It won’t be cool where you’re headed, Toots,” Sparky quips her way, and Travis chuckles.

      “Say”—he glances at Nettie—“you’re pretty good at that. In fact, you’re better than my uncle, and he was considered a pro. He had a blonde companion much like this one. He did the comedy club circuit back east.” He gives a wistful shake of his head. “Poor Uncle Rooney.”

      “What happened to Uncle Rooney?” Nettie looks more than interested in the man’s fate.

      “It was a tragedy, actually—tragic accident as it were,” Travis tells us as we embark upon a sign that reads no hiking beyond this point, but we tread on despite it. “He had just come home from a late-night show and he fell down a flight of stairs in his home. Broke his neck. The authorities said the lights were on. We figured he was just tired and missed a step.”

      “Or he was getting his just desserts,” Sparky says the words slowly before his brows bounce up and down.

      “Nettie,” Bess hisses. “That’s beyond distasteful. This poor man lost a relative.”

      “I agree,” Nettie balks. “I would never say a thing like that.” She pulls back as she inspects the doll at the end of her arm. “I don’t mean to scare anyone, but this handsome little devil might actually be a little devil. I haven’t been speaking for him in days.”

      Travis belts out a hearty laugh as the stench of sulfur fills our nostrils. Not only does it stink like a vat of rotten eggs, but steam is coming up from the cracks in the ground at alarming speeds.

      I get the feeling we should have heeded that last warning.

      “That’s funny.” Travis shakes his head at Nettie. “My uncle used to try to convince us of the very same thing.”

      Bess leans toward Nettie. “When we get back onto the ship, I’d stick to the elevators if I were you.”

      Sparky sits up straight, his eyes clicking as he gives a hard blink. “Who says she’s making it back to the ship?”

      Travis belts out another laugh.

      “That’s all right,” Nettie says. “I’ve always wanted to know when my time would be up—and who would do the deed to bump me off.” She scowls at Sparky a little too long.

      “Speaking of bumping someone off”—Phineas growls—“cut to the quick before I arrange for the entire lot of you to fall into a fiery pit. I can only take so much heat. There’s a reason the human soul suffers in Hades, and I don’t plan on suffering.”

      I nod his way because the human body doesn’t fare all that much better.

      “Travis, how are you and the rest of your club members holding up?” I ask.

      He cuts me a look that could slice butter straight out of the fridge.

      Why do I get the feeling Travis Weatherly wanted to be asked anything but that? And if that scowl he’s shooting me is any indication, he’s not looking forward to answering any questions that have to do with Julia Edwards.

      Too bad, Travis. I’m not traveling to hell and back for nothing.

      You’re going to spill everything you know, and come hell or hot lava, you’re going to do it now.
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      “We’re doing great,” Travis Weatherly says, trying his best to look as if he was nonplussed by my inquiry.

      Bess, Nettie—Sparky by proxy—and I have followed Travis out to the brink of oblivion in hopes of garnering a few clues out of him. Currently, we’re traversing the charred rocky grounds of Kilauea’s volcano in the middle of a hellishly hot afternoon right here on the Big Island.

      I just asked Travis a seemingly innocent question—how he and the rest of the Cancel Culture Club were holding up after losing one of their own, their fearless leader no less, and he seems a touch irritated by it.

      “I take that back.” He lifts a finger. “We’re doing as well as can be expected now that we lost our precious Julia.” He smears the word precious with enough inflection you could slather cream cheese onto a bagel with it.

      Phineas and I exchange a look.

      “Do I detect a smidge of sarcasm?” The handsome poltergeist lifts a brow my way.

      More than a smidge, I’d say.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I tell the man. “Were you close to the deceased?”

      His chest expands a mile if it didn’t expand an inch. “You could say that.” He shrugs as he pauses to inspect the brutal terrain a moment, then promptly walks us to the left where there’s more of this noxious mist seeping from the earth. “We dated. One of us took it a little more seriously than the other—it ended rather abruptly.”

      Abruptly? I bet it ended lightning-quick once Julia found out he was fooling around with his assistant. No wonder she shouted his offense from the rooftop. I can’t say I blame her. And I don’t think there’s a jilted wife or girlfriend who was cheated on who would blame her either.

      He nods as if he heard my inner musing. “And, of course, we both fell into that Cancel Culture baloney.” His features darken. “I’ve never been a fan of all the woke-us pocus anyway. You look at someone crooked and it can cost you your whole career. My whole life’s work has turned to ash.” He shakes his head. “I didn’t take advantage of anyone. That woman and I had a purely consensual relationship until someone paid her off to say otherwise.”

      My mouth falls open. “Did Julia pay her off?”

      His lips clamp shut, the whites of his eyes look my way, and I know not to push it.

      The night of the party in the Diamond Lounge comes back to me in snatches and a thought stagnates in my mind.

      “Travis,” I start. “Just hours before Julia passed away, she said something about being in a financial casket. Do you know what she meant by that?”

      “I do,” Sparky interrupts and I shoot Nettie a look.

      “It’s not me, kiddo,” she says. “But if we’re smart, we’ll listen to what the little succubus has to say. Go on, Sparky. You have the floor.”

      “And hurry, would you?” Bess huffs. “Before the ground opens up and a portal to hell appears—again, a relief in comparison.”

      Sparky twitches his head left then right. “A financial casket is what my old handler said we were in. He said my fried chicken burger habit was driving us to the poor house. He threatened to reduce me to matchsticks, so I reduced him to ashes.”

      A part of me believes him.

      Bess rolls her eyes. “If we stand here any longer, we’re all going to reduce to ashes—including that timberland toy.”

      “Go on, Travis,” I tell him. “Did you know anything about Julia’s financial troubles?”

      A brief smile comes and goes on his lips. “I did. She wanted to borrow money for that lipstick venture she was diving into. I told her I didn’t have what she wanted, and she flipped a gasket. She threatened to tell the world all of my dirty secrets if I didn’t cough up a cool million.”

      “A million?” I ask, stunned.

      Sparky straightens his spine. “Isn’t that how much Jane dished out?”

      My lips part as I look at the haunted menace.

      “All right.” Nettie shrugs. “That was me.”

      Travis nods. “Yup, Jane ponied up everything she was worth. And now she’s just about living on the streets because of it. I told her she was an idiot for going along with it to begin with.”

      “Geez, a million dollars?” Bess looks as if she’s about to pass out, and judging by the fact her clothes are drenched in sweat, she just might. “What exactly does it cost to manufacture a couple of palettes of lipstick?”

      “It’s pricier than you think,” Travis says. “Julia mentioned they wanted to use the same manufacturing plant that several other reality stars use to make their stuff. She said it would lend them street cred and they could slide it into their advertising—pretty much riding on the coattails of others.”

      “A cheater brand.” Bess nods. “My ex-husband used to do the same thing with a popular, and might I add, reputable, dental group in our area. My ex was a dentist back in the day. Anyway, one afternoon we got a nasty note from an attorney telling us to knock off the look-alike practices. Cheater brand is the term our own lawyer used to explain to us why stealing someone else’s branding was wrong—or more to the point, explaining it to the nitwit I was married to.”

      “Julia didn’t see it as wrong,” he says. “There’s a popular cosmetics brand out there called Lemonade Stand Lipstick, and I fully expected them to do the same to Julia and her friends. I told her it wasn’t right. Lemonade Lipstick was too close in branding. They would have eventually been called out on it. And should Jane and Nadine go forward with it, they’ll be dragged to court sooner than later.”

      “Wow,” I muse. “I would think so.”

      Phineas flies my way. “Ask why he did the deadly deed, and then for goodness’ sake, run as far and fast from this inferno before we both disintegrate right out of existence.”

      The thick scent of sulfur only increases as we tread into a thicket of smoke, and it’s all I can do not to gag.

      “Phineas?” I look right at Travis as I ask the question and he stops cold. “I’m so sorry,” I say, pressing a hand to my chest once I realize my mistake. “I meant Travis. I’ll admit, the heat is getting to me.”

      “That’s understandable,” he says. “It’s just odd that you called me Phineas of all names. Julia called me that more than once. She said it was her favorite name and she wanted me to have it.”

      I inch back a notch.

      Really?

      It sounds as if Julia was more than a little obsessed with her old math teacher—emphasis on old considering their age difference.

      “Then that must be why I said it,” I tell him. “I bet I heard her call you that the minute you walked into the room that night at the Diamond Lounge.” I scoot his way. “Travis, I’ve heard rumors that Julia didn’t die of natural causes.”

      He nods. “And I heard rumors she was poisoned with snake venom.”

      “Where did you hear that?” I’m pretty sure Ransom is keeping that under the cuff.

      “I overheard the captain talking to a few fellow officers.”

      I wince because apparently, Ransom is right. Wes can’t be trusted with volatile information like that.

      “Then it must be true.” Bess gives a frenetic nod my way as if insisting I go along with it.

      “It must be,” I say. “Travis, who in your circle would have access to something like snake venom?”

      “No one that I’m aware of.” He cranes his neck toward a large orange sign that reads Hazard! Do not enter. “I think I’ll go that way to explore. Any takers?”

      Nettie glances down. “I’d join you, but I think my flip-flops just adhered to terra firma.”

      “You mean terra not-so-firma,” Bess says. “This is why I wear shoes with cork soles.”

      Sparky jerks to life. “That explains why you have a cork for a brain, too.”

      Travis laughs and bids us well as he disappears into a wall of smoke so thick you could suffocate just looking at it.

      “I’m out,” Phineas says. “Try not to die before we solve this case,” he tells me. “I’d hate to linger earth-side one moment longer than I have to. Now that Julia is in paradise, our lopsided age difference won’t matter so much. Lucky for her, I’ve yet to make a commitment.” He leers at me a moment. “Although, show me your birthday suit and I might be moved to change my mind.”

      “Don’t make me throw my shoe at you,” I tell him and he evaporates, leaving behind the echoes of a maniacal laugh. “Speaking of shoes,” I say, trying to lift my own flip-flop off the hot rock I’m standing on and it takes more than a little effort. “I think my shoes are melting, too.”

      “Let’s get out of here,” Bess says, hooking her arms through Nettie’s and mine. “Lord knows I can’t carry you both.”

      Nettie and I do our best to walk back toward the tour group, and each step of the way the bottoms of our shoes stretch like melted marshmallows.

      “I’m never following a suspect into an inferno again,” I mutter. “I’ve got sticky shoes, a sticky body, and sticky hair. I never want to see this kind of heat again.”

      “You’re out of luck, girlie,” Sparky says my way with a note of sass in his tone. “You’ve got a hot date with the detective tomorrow tonight, and he promised to bring the steam, remember?”

      “That’s right,” I say, bringing my fingers to my lips. “It did go something like that, didn’t it?”

      If I thought this day was searing hot, there’s no telling where Ransom might take it tomorrow night.

      I have a feeling it will make the heat we’re putting up with now feel like a glacier in Antarctica.

      And I have no doubt he will.

      I say bring on the night.
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      It turns out, those warning signs plastered all over Volcano National Park were there for a reason.

      Sulfuric acid can and will burn the inside of your lungs. Just ask Bess, Nettie, and Sparky. But you might have to wait a bit, seeing that they’re all in the infirmary on oxygen at the moment, on this, the day the ship is docked in the waters outside of Kona.

      Yes, Sparky is in the infirmary, too.

      Nettie insisted he gets the medical attention he deserves—albeit she insisted that Sparky insisted. Nevertheless, threats were made, and the doctor wisely chose to provide an extra oxygen mask for the stick figure occupying his office, seeing that the ship is short one psychiatric unit.

      I, however, have chosen to abstain from an infusion of much-needed fresh air, and have opted to take my chances when it comes to cutting off the oxygen supply to my brain.

      I can’t help it, Ransom Baxter has sort of beat the sulfur to the punch. That man has been cutting off the oxygen to my brain from the moment we met.

      Instead, I hung out by the pool and sketched the island from this distal vantage point. Kona is the second stop on our trip to the Big Island. And it’s also the second stop where passengers need to tender from ship to land.

      I was sort of hoping Ransom’s meetings would wrap up early and we could start our date sooner than later but no such luck. Ransom picks me up from my cabin at five-thirty, just the way he said he would.

      “This is a two-part date, if that’s all right with you,” he says, taking me by the hand as he picks me up from my cabin.

      “Two dates with you? I suppose I’ll have to suffer through it,” I tease.

      He turns my way as he continues to whisk us into the elevator and the doors close with a hiss.

      “And that’s more than all right with me,” I say, pulling him close, but before I can land a kiss to his lips, the doors whoosh open again. “Hey, this is the atrium level. Aren’t we headed to an upper deck? I mean, that’s where all the pools and hot tubs are.”

      Ransom has been more than secretive about what’s about to transpire this steamy evening. The word steamy was really the only clue he gave me—and perhaps the only one I needed.

      About a half hour ago, he texted to let me know I should bring a bathing suit and a dry set of clothes, so I packed both in my beach bag. I threw on one of the gauzy dresses from my collection in mint green and did my hair and makeup even though I fully expect to be submerged in a body of steamy water soon.

      I can’t help it. I wanted to look good for him.

      Ransom always looks good by default. Currently, he’s wearing a dark T-shirt and board shorts and has a couple of towels tucked under his arm. Case in point, he looks equally as dashing in casual clothes as he does in his Italian-fitted suits.

      “The body of water we’re heading to isn’t located on the ship,” he says coolly as he leads us through the atrium.

      This deck is dazzling to say the least, as it should be, seeing that it’s the deck the passengers are loaded onto and off of. The glossy marble floors, the string of crystal chandeliers that rim the three-deck tall ceilings, the black grand piano exuding lively music at the hands of a pro, the cobbled pathway that leads to the Queen’s Mall—it’s the first thing you see when you step onto the Emerald Queen.

      “But…but…” I stammer as a thousand reasons float through my mind as to why we can’t leave the confines of this floating box of iron. “Ransom, the ship leaves Kona in less than a half hour.”

      “And our date starts in less than an hour. We need to make good time,” he says as he leads us to the gangway where Wes stands looking regal as can be in his captain’s attire.

      “Evening.” Wes sheds a dimpled grin before nodding over to a couple of crew members. “We were just about to close down shop.” He ropes off the exit before looking my way. “How about joining me at my table for dinner?” The smile slides off his face. “I’m afraid there are things we need to discuss.”

      “What things?” I ask as my adrenaline spikes because it feels as if I’ve just been called to the principal’s office.

      “Things that can wait,” Ransom says, removing the rope and landing us on the other side of it before returning it to its proper location.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Wes asks, genuinely worried.

      “We’ve got a date.” Ransom’s lips curl just enough to make Wes glower at him.

      “Ransom, the ship is taking off,” Wes fires off at him. “You know that. Stop fooling around.”

      “Trixie and I are about to fool around on Kona,” he says it dryly, no hint of an innuendo—although, my brain did go there. “Goodnight, Wes.”

      “Goodnight?” I call out as Ransom speeds us down the gangway and into a waiting rental car. “Ransom,” I say, breathless, as he peels out of the harbor. “Just what in the world do you have planned this evening?”

      And more importantly, will this date truly see the dawn of a new day?

      My word, I wish he would have given me a heads-up. I would have brought my overnight bag—my makeup bag, my overnight face mask. Wait—no, I definitely would not have brought that. But I would have for sure packed those red naughty accouterments Elodie was kind enough, or rather maniacal enough, to furnish me with.

      His cheek rises on one side. “A surprise wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you about it.”

      Ransom drives us down the road and into another smaller harbor where we get out and land on a dive boat with six other couples.

      “Oh, Ransom,” I say as the boat takes off. “You know I can barely snorkel. I can’t dive. I’m not certified. I’ll die a slow and painful death.”

      He frowns my way as he pulls me close. The sun has already set, the sky is every shade of purple, and there’s a tangerine line out on the horizon that kisses the water. The briny scent from the ocean is ten times more magnified at the moment as the boat sets off for who knows where. The waves slosh under the weight of the vessel as we race into the vast Pacific. Behind us, the verdant landscape takes on a tenebrous hue as the stars begin to shine over us.

      “I would never put you in harm’s way,” he says, landing a simple kiss to my lips and lingering there.

      “Pardon me,” a young man calls out and we see him holding out a clipboard our way. “You’ll both need to sign the death and dismemberment waiver if you want to participate.”

      “Death and dismemberment?” I raise a brow at the man who just testified to the fact he wouldn’t put me in harm’s way.

      “Insignificant details.” He winks and we both sign our lives away, literally.

      After about twenty minutes, the boat stops cold and one of the deck hands calls everyone to attention.

      “Who’s ready to swim with the manta rays?” he calls out and a collective shout of glee breaks out.

      “Manta rays?” I hop up and down as if I just won the lottery, and I did, of the aquatic variety. “Ransom, I’ve been dying to try this. I’ve read all about it from those excursion pamphlets back on the ship. Apparently, the best time to see these magical creatures is at night.”

      “That’s right,” he says. “They’re attracted to the plankton and the light. And we will be bringing the light. All you have to do is smile.”

      “Very funny.” I reward him with a kiss for that.

      “A few facts about our sea friends,” the crew member calls out once again. “Manta rays are closely related to sting rays, but they are not the same. The manta ray does not have the long barbed tail that the sting ray does. Manta rays are also closely related to sharks. However, the shark does not care for their relational status, as they still like to eat plenty of mantas. Some of you may have relatives like that back home.” A loose laugh circles our small group. “These creatures are some of the gentle giants of the ocean. Please be mindful and respectful. They are friendly and often swim right up to you. Try your best not to pet or touch them, as this could cause them to lose some of their protective mucous coating.”

      I nod to Ransom. “He had me at mucous.”

      We share a laugh as the crew comes around and provides us each with snorkels, fins, and wet suits since we’ll be in the water for over an hour.

      A large rectangular lamp with a metal bar around it is lowered into the ocean, and one by one we drop into the sea ourselves.

      Then, like magic, giant elegant creatures float from the bottom as they make their way to the light. Each of the manta rays is the size of a coffee table with horizontal flat bodies. They have tiny eyes on either side of their heads and lots of gill slits just under that. The sight of them reminds me of giant living mushrooms. I’m not sure why. Probably because of the texture of their skin and the color matches up.

      But the best part? They are indeed gentle giants.

      One of the photographers from the boat swims our way and snaps several pictures of Ransom holding me underwater as a manta ray floats over us like a blanket. I think I’ll send that one to the family group chat that my ex is still a part of. Not only will my kids be thrilled to see me having a great adventure, my ex will be fuming that I get to do it with a handsome stud by my side.

      We spend the entire hour amazed at these majestic beasts as they weave their way around us as if we were long-lost friends. But at last we’re forced to say goodbye and I blow each of them a kiss as they glide by Ransom and me as if it were a parade in our honor.

      “That was one of the best experiences in my life,” I pant as we climb back onto the boat.

      “The night is just getting started, honey,” he says with a wicked flicker on his lips.

      And I wonder exactly what Handsome Ransom has planned for us next.

      He suggests that I change into my dry clothes and I don’t hesitate to do it. Once the boat drops us off, Ransom speeds us away to the local airport and I gasp when I see it.

      “Another helicopter?” I ask in amazement. “Ransom, this must be costing you a fortune.”

      “You’re worth every penny.”

      We board, and before I know it, we’re in the air and sticking to the coast as it glitters just as bright as the ocean. We fly inland a bit and then I see it.

      “Oh, Ransom.” I give his hand a hard squeeze when it comes into view.

      Just ahead of us sits the caldera of Kilauea Volcano glowing like a sunburst, fiery red, burnt orange, spasms of yellow, and flashes of white.

      The helicopter gets in low and a crew member takes a photo of us with one of nature’s greatest wonders burning bright behind us.

      Another picture for the group chat, for sure.

      We circle the area for a small eternity, following the lava flow right to the open sea.

      I was here with Bess and Nettie at night a few cruises back, and yesterday as we traversed the dangerous terrain and inhaled enough toxins to require a new set of lungs, but this? This is a tour of the volcano.

      Ransom Baxter knows exactly how to do things right.

      Speaking of doing things, the helicopter hikes into the sky and spins to the left before taking off with a start and we watch as the volcano grows smaller by the minute.

      But to my surprise, something else comes into view.

      “Is that the Emerald Queen?” I gasp at the sight of it. The ship glows like a jewel against the backdrop of the navy Pacific, lit up and glittering like a gorgeous woman ready to take on the night.

      “That would be her,” he says. “Get ready to hop on board. We’re going home.”

      Two things run through my mind.

      One, Ransom Baxter has lost his mind. And two, I’m not ever going to jump out of a plane, let alone a helicopter.

      How in the heck are we supposed to get off of one moving vessel and onto another?

      If there’s a parachute involved, I’ll kindly have to inform the handsome man by my side that I’m not the right woman for him.

      I’m the furthest thing from a daredevil. In fact, the only dare-devilish thing I’ve done so far in life—emphasis on devil—was marry Stanton—and believe me, I hardly survived the effort.

      To my delight, not a single parachute is involved. The helicopter lands on a helipad at the top of the ship, which I did not know it had!

      Ransom helps me off, and before I know it, he’s kissing me goodnight in front of my cabin.

      The kiss is long and lingering and involves far more anatomy than we’ve ever inserted into the delicious equation before.

      I’m about to invite him inside when his phone goes off.

      He glances down at the screen and frowns. “It seems the captain isn’t impressed with my use of the landing pad. I’ve been called to the brig for an emergency meeting.” He blows out a breath. “How about we get together tomorrow? I’ve got the whole day off.”

      “The whole day? The whole day won’t be enough.” I kiss him warmly. “I can never get enough of you. Thank you for a magical mystery date that I will never forget. Can’t wait to spend the day with you tomorrow.”

      “Perfect. What should we do?”

      “We can play it by ear,” I tell him. “But no matter what happens, I think we should discuss the case.”

      His chest expands. “We’ll see.” We exchange another heated kiss. “But somehow, I think you’re going to get your way.”

      “I always do.”

      We say goodnight and I slip into my cabin with a goofy grin I can’t seem to shake.

      Ransom didn’t have plans to see my birthday suit, and for that, I’m a bit grateful, but after a night like tonight, I bet I would have caved in more ways than one.

      And tomorrow, he’s going to cave as we go over each suspect with a magnifying glass.

      Julia Edwards needs justice, and time is running out. I want her killer in handcuffs before we get back to Los Angeles.

      But before L.A. comes the island of Kauai, and another hot date with the man of my dreams.

      Life could not get better than this.

      I’m a lucky, lucky girl—except for the little fact I seem to have a penchant for stumbling upon a body.

      That little detail begs to differ, indeed.
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      If ever there was a representation of the garden of Eden on earth, it would be Kauai—but with a body of water surrounding it and zero forbidden fruit.

      Even the air on this gorgeous isle seems a bit sweeter, a bit more tropical as far as the humidity goes. But everything about it, from the red dirt to the wild chickens running rampant, has stolen my heart.

      Just as Ransom, Bess, Nettie, Sparky, and I hit the gangway, Wes, who has traded his formal attire for a Hawaiian shirt and swim shorts, greets us.

      “Guess who has the day off?” he announces, rocking back on his heels. “Me.”

      “You have fun with that,” Ransom says, trying to barrel ahead, but I pull him back by the hand.

      “Wes, you’re welcome to join us,” I tell him. “We’re just going to tool around the island.”

      “Who says we’re tooling around?” Sparky turns his little wooden head abruptly from Nettie to me. “Someone here promised me a food tour, and I’m not going to rest until I get it.”

      Nettie grunts, “We’d better give in and do it. I’ve learned the hard way that Sparky gets what Sparky wants. He had us hit the midnight buffet twice.”

      “Twice?” Bess balks. “That must be why you have bona fide luggage under your eyes this morning.”

      “Nah.” Nettie sags. “You know I’m perfectly capable of hitting the midnight buffet and getting a decent amount of shut-eye. The problem happened when I got back to my cabin.” She takes her right hand and does her best to cover both of Sparky’s ears. “It turns out, someone here snores.”

      “What?” The wooden creature bounces to life as he bobs his head at her. “I heard that. How dare you spread rumors. You’re the one who can wake the dead with that trombone you have stuck in your septum.”

      Bess chuckles. “He’s got you there.”

      “Don’t bother sucking up, Red,” Sparky shoots back at her. “You’re still on my hit list.”

      Bess grunts, “Some people can’t let go of a grudge.” She elbows Nettie. “And by the way, you can let go of the stump on your arm. Why don’t you leave the demon doll behind so we can have some real fun?”

      “I can’t.” Nettie sighs. “You wouldn’t believe the things he’s threatened if I even think of trying to ditch him.”

      “I’ve got a lighter,” Bess tells her.

      “I’ve got a gun,” Ransom offers.

      Wes frowns at him. “And I’ve got the license to kick whoever I want off the ship.”

      “And we’ve all got a day in paradise,” I say. “Let’s go use it wisely—food tour included.”

      And use it wisely we do. Ransom charters a passenger van for us and we take in the sights as he drives us through the lush terrain with the ocean to our right looking as blue as the sky.

      I’ve had quite a few adventures on Kauai during cruises past. The entire lot of us attended a luau down in Poipu, and that sort of ended with Nettie in a vat of chocolate—or was it a vat of kalua pork?

      Nevertheless, it was a delicious disaster.

      Then Wes took me kayaking up the Wailua River and we stopped off at the glorious Fern Grotto. After that, he whisked me away to the Wailua Falls. That’s where the opening shots to Fantasy Island were filmed way back when.

      I used to love watching that show as a part of my Saturday night lineup when I was a kid. And here I am, living my own fantasy, teaching art classes on a cruise ship and sailing the ocean blue with the hottest man on the planet by my side.

      Okay, fine. Two of the hottest men on the planet by my side. I’m counting Wes in that equation.

      After lobbing around a few activities, we settle on kayaking up the Hanalei River. The river is spread over sixteen miles, stemming from the northern hillside until it reaches the sea.

      Bess and Nettie team up—with Sparky, of course. Ransom and I team up as well, and Wes takes out a single-seater. The landscape morphs from verdant pastures to a rainforest before our very eyes and we even see a few cows along the hillside as we paddle along.

      The river is so calm it hardly requires any manpower to get our kayaks cruising through the waters. And just as we’re rounding out our trip, a light rainfall refreshes us.

      Once we’re through, we hop back into the van—hungry and determined to get that food tour underway.

      We spot an entire army of food trucks parked in front of Hanalei Bay, so we park, load up on seemingly one of everything from every single one of them, and hunt for a decent place on the beach to sit and indulge.

      “Look at that,” Bess says, pointing to a giant orange banner strung across the entry to the bay. “There’s a sand sculpture competition taking place this afternoon.”

      “I bet we’re in for a real treat,” I say.

      “Let’s hit it.” Ransom wraps an arm around me as we trek that way and the entire lot of us settles on the sand on one of the most beautiful beaches I have ever been to.

      At approximately two miles in length, Hanalei Bay is surrounded by dramatic jungle-strewn cliffsides. Children run in and out of the relatively calm waves and a handful of paddle boarders dot the surface of the water in the distance.

      And as the sign said, today we’re lucky enough to be treated to over a dozen mammoth displays created out of nothing but the dust of the earth. One of the sand sculptures is a giant rendition of the word Aloha, with each letter at least seven feet tall and cut to perfection. There’s a sculpture of a whale that I’m pretty sure is life-size. There’s a giant serpentine dragon that looks less than friendly but awe-inspiring nonetheless, and there’s even a giant castle that looks as if you could step right into it.

      It’s magnificence upon magnificence.

      Hanalei Bay just keeps on giving.

      We spread out over a beach blanket and hit our culinary offerings hard. Ramen with more flavor than noodles should ever be allowed to have, grilled cheese sandwiches that have more cheese and butter than you could buy at the grocery store, and a mini luau in a box for each of us—kalua pork and lomi salmon with a side of haupia pudding. We can’t forget the shrimp tacos that are already on my must-have-again list, and last but never least, a poke bowl for each of us—diced fresh tuna over a bed of rice with seaweed. It’s an acquired taste, but once you’ve acquired it, you never want to go back.

      “Don’t tell the chefs back on the ship”—Wes starts—“but this is some of the best food I’ve ever eaten.”

      “I agree,” Ransom says.

      Bess chuckles. “And to think, they never agree on anything.”

      “Well, I agree with them, too,” I say. “But don’t get me wrong. I’m a huge fan of everything there is to eat on the Emerald Queen.”

      “You’re in for a treat,” Ransom says. “Whenever the ship changes locations, the chefs switch things up in the kitchen. It just gets better and better.”

      “That’s right,” Bess says. “We haven’t been to Alaska in ages. I can’t wait to get back there. Aside from the stunning glaciers we’ll get to view, there are so many fun activities once we get on land. We’re going to have a blast.”

      Nettie nods. “And as an artist, you’re going to thrive. In fact, since the heat won’t kill us, you can host some of your art classes out on the deck.”

      “You can paint glaciers,” Bess suggests. “I’ll be the first one to sign up for that class.”

      “About that.” Wes sighs. “There’s something I have to tell you. You might want to brace yourself.”

      “Brace herself?” Ransom shakes his head at the captain. “Do you really want to rain on Trixie’s parade while we’re sitting in paradise?”

      “What were you going to say?” I ask Wes as my curiosity begins to piqué.

      Bess waves him off. “He was probably going to say we don’t have permission from the cruise line to do something like that. Wes is highly conscious of anything that could be a liability. That’s what makes him such a good captain.”

      “I am conscious of things that can cause a liability,” Wes says. “Such as landing a helicopter on a moving ship without proper authorization.” He tips his head toward Ransom. “I logged two hundred formal complaints last night from that little stunt.” He looks my way. “No offense to you, Trixie. But the only time a helicopter is allowed anywhere near the ship is if there’s an emergency that a smaller vessel like a boat can’t solve.” He turns to Ransom once again. “You knew you weren’t supposed to land that bird on my ship. You were supposed to hover.”

      “My apologies,” Ransom says. “But Mrs. Troublefield made it clear she wasn’t about to jump out of it.”

      “Ransom.” I laugh, mock socking him in the arm.

      “I think we’d best change the subject,” Bess says before doing a double take at her gray-haired bestie. “Nettie, why in the world are you stuffing food into the mouth of that dummy on your arm?”

      Sparky’s head twists and twitches her way. “Who you calling a dummy, dummy?”

      Bess rolls her eyes. “Nettie, if you keep feeding him, he’s going to explode like a piñata full of rotten shrimp tacos.”

      Nettie snorts. “If you’re impressed with this, you should see how much cake this guy can put away.” She puts down her fork. “All right, let’s get to dessert. Who’s up for a little murder?”

      “Me,” I say quickly. “Ransom, is there anything new with the case?”

      “You tell me,” he says, pursing his lips.

      “Who are your suspects, Detective Troublefield?” Wes asks, sounding more than genuine. “No offense to Quinn, but as far as I’m concerned, you’re the only viable detective on the ship.”

      “What about me?” Ransom asks with marked irritation.

      “If you were half the detective she is, you’d know the answer to that,” Wes quips.

      “All right, boys,” Nettie says. “Go on, Trix. Who’s on first?”

      “Okay.” I pat my hands clean. “There’s Jane Hunt. The night of the murder, Jane had a streak of blue liquid dried on her arm.”

      Ransom nods. “The exact color of the liquid Julia was drinking.”

      “That’s right,” I say. “But she was drinking, too. Everyone in that room had a cocktail in their hand. And, of course, Jane is one of the partners in Lemonade Lipstick. She said she ponied up a million bucks to get the company running. And Travis Weatherly implied it was all she had, too. Anyway, Jane was canceled for lying about endorsements on her social media channels. And according to Nadine, Julia was the one who outed Jane.”

      “Something must have gone terribly wrong between them,” Sparky says, inserting himself into the conversation.

      “Maybe not,” I tell him—I can’t help it. He really does have his own little personality, quirky as it might be. “It turns out, Julia Edwards couldn’t keep a secret to save her life.”

      “And in the end, it might have cost her just that,” Ransom says.

      “You said it.” I sigh at the thought. “Then there’s Nadine Dixon.”

      “Rumor has it, she’s in her sixties.” Bess shakes her head. “That woman looks like a teenager. How is it that the younger generation has seemingly forgotten to age?”

      “That’s true,” I say. “And it’s also why my ex is swimming in money.” Stanton isn’t just the top plastic surgeon in Maine, his services are coveted all over the world. And lucky for me, I get half his earnings for the next ten years. That is, if a judge agrees to it. For all I’ve put up with, I should have it all. “Anyway, Nadine seems pretty business-minded.”

      Wes nods. “She mentioned that she took care of the loans and contracts with the manufacturing plant.”

      “Interesting,” I say. “She’s the one that told me about Julia’s relationship with Travis. She admitted that you couldn’t trust Julia with anything.”

      Nettie leans in. “Isn’t she the one who created a toxic environment on her reality TV show?”

      “That’s right,” Wes says. “Her own sister came out and admitted it was true.” He shrugs. “I did a little research of my own. If you ever need a partner, Trixie, let me know.”

      “I see you don’t mind putting her in the line of danger,” Ransom growls.

      “Relax,” Wes tells him. “I was kidding.” He shakes his head my way with a wink and I laugh.

      “Okay, then there’s Travis Weatherly himself,” I say. “He dated Julia. She tried to extort a million bucks from him, too. And when he didn’t cough it up, she made good on the threat to out him and his cheating ways. It didn’t end well for him. He lost everything.”

      “Please.” Bess averts her eyes. “He’s on a cruise ship. Life can’t be all that bad.”

      “Maybe it is.” I shrug. “Maybe he funded this entire trip on credit cards just so he could exact a little revenge?”

      “Could very well be.” Ransom tips his head my way. “And it’s up to me to figure that out. Don’t worry, Trixie. I’ve got everything under control.”

      “Hear that?” Wes seems amused as he poses the question to me. “Detective Baxter has everything under control.”

      I nod to Ransom.

      We’ll see about that.

      A bright yellow Frisbee sails by and Sparky lets out a yelp.

      Before we know it, Nettie is on her feet, taking off down the beach after it.

      Bess squints in her direction. “If I’m not mistaken, I think that wooden critter attached to her arm is leading the way,” she says as we watch Nettie in her green and pink muumuu flying across the sand like a kite.

      “She does seem to be defying gravity,” I point out.

      “And logic.” Wes shakes his head.

      “Nettie?” Ransom jumps to his feet. “Nettie, look out,” he shouts as she gets precariously close to those sand sculptures gracing the landscape.

      Then to our horror, one by one, Nettie Butterworth runs right through the giant Aloha sign, the whale, the dragon, and lastly that beautiful castle comes tumbling down in her wake as well.

      “Maybe we should ditch her?” Bess groans.

      “We can’t ditch her,” I say.

      “We would if we were smart,” she counters.

      Nettie bullets back in this direction with an irate crowd in her wake, trailing her by a mere few feet.

      “Run,” she calls out, and it takes less than ten seconds for us all to make a dash for the van and escape the mob with moments to spare.

      We sigh a breath of relief as Ransom hits the highway again.

      There’s one person who shouldn’t be breathing a sigh of relief, and that’s the killer.

      Ransom might have everything under control, but that won’t stop me from questioning my suspects just one last time. And I’ll have a chance to do just that at the Cancel Culture Club’s dance party coming right up.

      Someone on that ship thought it was a good idea to end Julia Edwards’ life.

      And I think it’s a good idea to figure out exactly who they are before we dock back in L.A. and they don’t just get away from the ship—they get away with murder.
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      Suffice it to say, Bess, Nettie, and Sparky the Spark Plug decided to sit out the second day on Kauai.

      Since Ransom had to work, I enticed Elodie in joining me as we headed to the Spouting Horn blowhole down in Poipu. We watched Mother Nature shoot water fifty feet into the air via a volcanic tunnel, then did a little shopping before settling on one of the brown sugar beaches.

      I sketched the tropical landscape for hours while Elodie regaled me with tales from the testosterone side. Elodie can give any steamy beach read a run for its erotic money. And boy, were her tales steamy.

      But alas, our time on Kauai has wrapped up and the ship has set sail once again. We’re out in open waters, pulling away from the Tropics one knot at a time as we make our way back to L.A. On the bright side, I’ve got three art classes to teach. One with a focus on charcoal, one concentrated on watercolor, and my favorite—acrylics. No sooner do I turn the corner, en route to the crafts room, than I see a giant orange note posted on the door.

      All art classes canceled this afternoon. Please proceed to the Smooth Sailing Lounge for a rousing game of Bingo, where we will have prizes, dessert, and fun! Don’t miss out!—Tinsley Thornton

      “What?” I hiss as I try to make heads or tails of it.

      I quickly text Tinsley for an explanation and she texts right back.

      Talk to the captain. Bon voyage, Trixie Troublefield. It was nice knowing you.

      “Well, that’s cryptic,” I murmur to myself.

      I take Tinsley up on her suggestion and text Wes right away.

      It takes a few moments before he responds.

      Sorry, Trixie. I’m stuck in staff meetings all day long. I’ll be at the dance party this evening on the promenade deck. If you’ll be there, I’d love to speak then. Try not to let this ruin your day.

      “Ruin my day?”

      My heart sinks. What in the world is going on?

      That conversation we had on Hanalei comes back to me. Wes was trying to tell me something when Bess suggested that I do an open-air class in Alaska. But he opted not to. I wonder if the two are connected?

      Anyway. It looks as if I have the afternoon off. There’s still plenty of time before tonight’s big event. And that means there’s still plenty of time to do a little digging on each of my suspects.

      Heigh-ho, heigh-ho, a digging I shall go.

      But in truth, I’d rather paint.
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      Evening shows up faster than a babysitter’s boyfriend once the car pulls away. I’ve caught a few babysitters in the midst of sexual shenanigans back when my kids were little. Thankfully, none involved my ex, but I’m not convinced he didn’t take notes in the endeavor. Stanton was notorious for calling in his side pieces once my car pulled out of the driveway.

      I push all thoughts of my thorny, horny ex out of my mind and take in the sights before me.

      The promenade deck is thumping and pumping under a navy sky with nary a moonbeam to illuminate it. But the twinkle lights strung overhead, the glowing cocktails, and the bevy of glowing bracelets and necklaces that the ship provides have the luminosity covered.

      But that’s not what steals the electric show. It turns out, every black light on the deck has been turned on and pointed in this direction, causing anything with a stitch of white to flash like lightning. And that also explains why just about everyone here is sporting a glowing Cheshire cat grin with their teeth tinted a funny shade of lavender.

      Bodies upon bodies are pressed up against one another as thoracic thumping rock music from the seventies belts through the speakers. And it just so happens that everyone here is dressed to the nines—or at least they would be if we were still in that groovy decade.

      The Cancel Culture Club is the culprit who coordinated this mass fashion disaster, which would explain why Bess and I have donned bell bottom jeans and peasant tops—courtesy of Elodie.

      Bess shakes her head at Nettie. “Why in the world didn’t you dress up? You live for these ridiculous things.”

      Nettie glances down at her neon yellow and pink muumuu, and so does Sparky by proxy.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Nettie says. “I wore this dress once a day and six times on Sunday, all throughout the seventies.”

      Bess moans, “A person can’t wear a dress six times on Sunday. You either have it on or you take it off.”

      Nettie makes a face at Sparky who sits upright on her left arm. “You’re right, kid. She really is a dummy.” She looks at Bess. “That means I took it off six times, or let’s just say I had someone take it off for me.”

      Bess averts her eyes. “Not only does this story involve one too many people, but it sinfully takes place on the Lord’s day. I think I’ve heard enough.” She turns my way. “How’s the case going?”

      “Which one?” I ask. “My art class was canceled this afternoon via Tinsley. I asked Wes what was going on and he said he’d speak to me tonight.”

      “Maybe he’s getting ready to give you a promotion?” Nettie suggests.

      Sparky gives a maniacal chuckle. “Maybe he’s getting ready to toss her overboard.”

      Bess snorts. “I vote we throw you overboard,” she tells the wooden minion.

      Sparky jerks and spins his head in a circle before his mouth falls open. “That’s it, missy. I’ve had it with you. Tonight’s the night when I exact my revenge.”

      I can’t help but frown at the tiny menace. I’m not sure how Nettie procured it, but he’s dressed in a denim suit reminiscent of the one the surly specter in my life has been known to don.

      Speaking of which.

      “Boo.” A handsome steed in a denim suit with jet-black hair and dreamy eyes wraps his arms around me and lands a wet one over my lips.

      “Phineas,” I snip as I slap him on the chest with both hands. “You don’t get to see me in my birthday suit, and you certainly don’t get to kiss me.”

      “Did you say Phineas?” He pulls back a notch and his left brow fishhooks into his forehead.

      “Hey”—Nettie muses with a blooming grin—“I can see him! I can see ghosts just like you, Trixie. I bet it’s because I’ve got my lucky muse with me.” She bounces Sparky over her arm and his head bobbles as if it threatened to fall off. A part of me wishes it would.

      “Wow, Trixie.” Bess squints at the man before me. “I can see him, too. I think you might be rubbing off on us.”

      “Why wouldn’t you be able to see me?” Phineas asks, sounding an awful lot like a certain detective that I have the hots for.

      A breath hitches in my throat.

      “Ransom?” My voice hikes as I say it.

      “That is the moniker I prefer,” he says, going in for another kiss then hesitating.

      “Oh, wow.” I pull him close by the back of the neck and land my lips to his. “We were just playing a game called I wish I didn’t see any of these people. But, of course, we all want to see you.” I bite down hard on my lower lip. “Anyway, stunning suit,” I say, ironing it out with my hands, and I can’t help but marvel at what a dead ringer it is for the one Phineas wears.

      “Thank you,” he says wearily. “I heard you mention something about wanting to see me in a denim suit and, well, Elodie worked her wardrobe magic.” He gives a cool look around at the crowd. “It looks as if all of our suspects are here tonight.”

      “Yes, but is the killer?” I ask, hesitantly wrapping my arms around him. There’s no way I’d be convinced this isn’t Phineas if it weren’t for Bess and Nettie.

      “That’s for me to know and you not to worry about.” He frowns out at the crowd once again.

      “You know something, don’t you?” I give his ribs a quick tweak and his lips curl for a second.

      “I might,” he teases.

      “Well, I know something, too,” I say, hoping he’ll take the bait.

      The truth is, I gleaned zippo from all the research I did this afternoon. All I know for sure is that Julia was in bed financially with both Jane and Nadine. She spilled two secrets—that of Jane Hunt and Travis Weatherly, and cost them both their careers.

      And Nadine? Well, she and Julia butted heads when it came to finances, but I gleaned that the day of the murder from Julia herself.

      Ransom purses his lips as he examines me. “All right, Trixie. What do you know?”

      “I know money is the root of all evil.”

      And that money is a common theme across the board in this case.

      His frown deepens. “You know about the loans?”

      “Loans?” I bite down on my lip once again because I’m not sure if I’ve outed myself or not. It’s probably best I change the subject. “What about the snake venom? I bet you don’t know what I do about it.” I bat my lashes at him, wondering if he’s catching onto my scheme.

      “That’s right,” Bess says. “Didn’t you just say that so-and-so owned an exotic reptile shop?”

      Ransom’s chest expands. “You know about the ex?”

      Before I can prod him, a herd of women break out into a shouting match nearby and hair pulling ensues.

      “And I’m back on the clock,” he says as he darts off to save the day—or in the least save someone a few tresses.

      “An ex owned an exotic reptile shop?” I clutch onto Bess’ shoulder as I say it. “You’re a genius, by the way.”

      “I was only following your genius lead.”

      “What about me?” Sparky yelps. “How long is it going to take you two dingbats to realize I’m the brains of this organization.”

      “Dingbats?” I give Nettie a curt look and she shrugs.

      “Don’t feel too bad,” she says. “He called me a nitwit this morning.”

      “That’s because you display evidence of such,” Bess quips.

      The music turns down a notch as Tinsley herself hops onto a makeshift stage wearing an A-line dress with giant paisley flowers plastered over it.

      “Attention, Cancel Culture Club and your esteemed guests! With permission from your fearless leader, Nadine Dixon”—the crowd goes wild—“I’ll be hosting one of the ship’s wildest games throughout the evening, a little gem known as the treasure hunt!”

      Both Bess and Nettie howl like a couple of werewolves in front of a full moon.

      Just great.

      Not only has the killer lost their mind, but so has everyone else.

      Here’s hoping another dead body isn’t headed my way.

      And for Bess and Nettie’s sake, here’s hoping there aren’t any silver bullets involved either.
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      “What’s going on?” I ask as the Cancel Culture Club’s seventies bash continues to rage around us right here on the promenade deck.

      “This is going to be fun,” Bess says.

      And just like that, a part of me is worried because Bess rarely thinks that anything is fun.

      Nettie wags a finger at her friend. “And I’m going to win the scavenger hunt just like I did last time.”

      “I won last time,” Bess balks at the thought. “You stole my gift card.”

      To Bess’ point, Tinsley just announced that the thrill of the chase will payout in the form of a five hundred dollar gift card that can be used in any of the shops in the Queen’s Mall. As enticing as that sounds, I’ve seen the prices in those shops, and five hundred dollars won’t go far.

      Another viral whoop circles the promenade deck.

      “Are you ready for your first assignment?” Tinsley shouts into the microphone, and the crowd goes wild once again. “You’ll have five minutes to bring it here to the stage and garner a point for each item. The person with the most treasure points at the end of the night wins the prize! The first treasure to hunt for is…a brassiere! Hand over as many over-the-shoulder boulder holders as you can snap up because—the clock is ticking.”

      “Quick, Trixie”—Bess says, pulling her arms into her peasant blouse and doing a funny little dance—“take off your bra and give it to me.”

      “I’m not giving you my bra.”

      “Haven’t I risked my life, hunting down killers with you?” she balks. “The least you can do is give me a leg up in the competition—or more specifically, a bra up as it were.”

      “Fine,” I say, pulling my arms into my shirt and quickly landing that red lace number into her hands. “I had hoped a certain handsome detective would want to show off his boogie night moves in my cabin later. But seeing that it’s for a worthy cause, it’s yours.”

      The only thing worth anything in this conversation is Bess’ life, and as she so astutely pointed out, she’s laid it on the line for me. Handing over my fantasy incarnate is the least I can do for her.

      “Thanks.” She snatches it from me before presenting a lace number of her own. “I couldn’t help it. It was on special down in the Queen’s Boutique.”

      “Some friend you turned out to be,” Nettie grouses my way. “Come on, Sparky. I’ve got a panty raid of the ages to conduct and I’ll need a culprit in lingerie crime.” She stalks off just as Bess makes a beeline for the stage.

      I’m about to scour the crowd for Ransom when Nadine bumps into me.

      She’s wearing a long T-shirt dress with peace signs and flowers printed all over it and stands tall with a pair of hot pink platform shoes on.

      “Oh, sorry.” She laughs. “Can you believe this craziness?”

      “I can and I have a feeling it’s about to get even crazier.” I lick my lips for a moment. It’s now or never. “Do you know of anyone in your club who may have had a connection to an exotic reptile shop?”

      Her mouth falls open. “You know what? I think I do!” She glances over her shoulder. “Jane’s ex-husband runs one out of Hollywood. He’s a character. You know the type—tatted, pierced, and loves to draw attention to himself by way of a snake draped over his shoulders? She cut him loose after he asked to have a vial of her blood drawn so he could hang it around his neck.” She taps her lips as she looks up at the sky. “Or maybe it was so he could sip it with his coffee? Anyway, I have no time to think about that. Can I have your bra?”

      “Sorry, I gave at the office,” I tease. “My friend Bess took off with it.”

      “Well then, I’d better get moving.” She’s about to take off, then backtracks. “Speak of the reptilian devil.” She points a glossy red fingernail to my right. “There she is now.”

      Nadine takes off, but I don’t bother with goodbye. Instead, my feet take me straight to the suspect she pointed out—Jane Hunt.

      “What a great night,” I say, prompting the brunette to spin on her heels until we’re face to face.

      Jane has a wreath of gold flowers sitting on her head, along with feathered roach clips that used to be popular back in the day. I owned a few myself and loved them to pieces, Of course, I had no idea what they were truly intended for until I met up with my first mistake—the high school bad boy I thought I could tame to be my one and only true love.

      I confess, I’ve had an irresponsible yearning in me for years to rehab a mess of a man. That’s probably what attracted me to Stanton to begin with.

      Good Lord! That’s not why I’m attracted to Ransom, is it?

      “Boo!” a deep voice strums in my ear and I turn to see Ransom standing there. His face glows a soft shade of blue, but then so is everyone else’s.

      “Glad you could join us, Detective.” I frown at him because I was just about to take down a killer.

      Jane squints to my right. “Who are you talking to?”

      My lips part as I look at the man.

      “Why would you think she could see me?” he asks, following her lead while squinting at me as well.

      Good grief.

      I poke a finger to his chest and my hand falls right through. Drats. Wrong Handsome Ransom.

      My attention reverts to the suspect at hand and I clear my throat. “I was actually talking to you,” I tell her. “I heard you’ve been donning your own detective hat.”

      Jane laughs, and the black beaded dress she’s wearing sounds as if it’s applauding.

      There’s a hippy flair to her sense of style this evening, but I’d wear that dress on formal night at the drop of a hippy hat and not think twice, it’s that gorgeous.

      “Actually, I have,” she says. “But it has nothing to do with Julia’s death and everything to do with the loans that were taken out.” She pulls up her phone and flashes a picture of what looks like a loan doc my way. “I’ve got eight of these downloaded.”

      “Are those for Lemonade Lipstick?”

      “They sure are,” she says, scrolling through them quickly.

      “I bet the detective on board would love to see them. You know, I’m actually dating him. If you don’t mind shooting those to me, I’d be glad to pass them along.”

      “No problem,” she says and I quickly give her my email, and she does just that.

      “Smooth move,” Phineas says. “Now get her to confess that she’s the killer. I’ve got greener celestial pastures I’d rather explore. You forget how tedious the planet is until you’re forced to come back and tread through the nasty now. Time is so overrated.”

      Tell me about it. I agree with all of the above, and I’ve yet to see a celestial pasture.

      “Do the loans look fishy?” I ask and Jane laughs in response.

      “I wouldn’t know a fishy loan if it reached out and bit me. That’s exactly why I didn’t want my name on any of the docs. I gave cash.” She sighs. “And as soon as we land back in L.A., I’m going to demand I get every penny back. If Julia’s not in it anymore, I don’t want any part of it either. I may not be good at math, but there’s no reason we needed that much money to get things started.” She sniffs in the direction of the crowd. “Personally, I think someone was dipping their hand into the cookie jar.”

      “Were they?” Phineas lifts a brow my way. “Or is someone trying to divert attention from themselves?”

      The latter is certainly a possibility.

      “Jane”—I lean in—“the night Julia died, what kind of cocktail did you have?”

      “Bloody Mary,” she says quickly. “And boy, am I glad. Apparently, that drink Julia imbibed did her in.” She gives a mean shudder. “And to think she used to say I was the unlucky one in the bunch.” She glances to the sky. “I’m still breathing, Julia. How’s that for being unlucky?”

      Phineas and I exchange a quick glance.

      “Jane, how did that blue liquid get on your arm that night?” I ask.

      She inches back and appraises me with a quick once-over. “Who knows? I was with Julia—and we are on a ship—it probably just sloshed over me.”

      “The ship is as stable as a mountain. It couldn’t rock, sway, or jolt a drink out of anyone’s hand.” I can’t help it if I came off as snippy.

      The Emerald Queen feels like family at this point. I’d defend her to the death. But here’s hoping I won’t have to.

      “Well then, who knows?” She shrugs. “Julia was in a way. She was always irritated about something, but that night she was downright angry.”

      “Ask her about the ex,” Phineas says.

      “Was it because Travis showed up?” I ask and Phineas shakes his head.

      “The other ex,” he whispers. “Hers. I heard what Nadine said.”

      I’m about to do just that, but Jane takes a breath.

      “The funny thing is”—Jane glances over her shoulder—“Julia didn’t even know Travis was coming until he stepped into the room. But even he has never riled her up that bad.”

      “Then what did?” Phineas asks.

      I think I might know.

      “Jane, is it true that Julia was the one who outed you to your so-called sponsors and then to your fans as a fake influencer?”

      Her lips tighten in a knot. “I’ve forgiven her.” She lets out a huge breath. “After all, she’s technically lost more than her followers now, hasn’t she?”

      Exactly what I was thinking.

      “And is it true that your ex-husband owns an exotic reptile shop?” I prod further and her eyes widen twice their size.

      “Look, I don’t think I like what you’re implying. Sure, I hated what she did to me. But I went into business with her. We were friends. I certainly didn’t poison her.” She gags on a thought. “Is that why you asked what drink I had that night? Trixie, I was the one who went and picked up the drinks from the bar. I picked one up for Jane, too, until she came over and snatched it up. If you’ll excuse me, I have a bra to take off, and some new wounds to lick. I didn’t kill Julia Edwards, but somebody did. And I’m beginning to think they’re trying to pin it on me.” She stalks off and I shake my head in her wake.

      “Now what?” I ask, but before Phineas can open his ghostly mouth, Travis Weatherly walks right through him and into me.

      “Sorry.” He pulls back with a laugh and his mouth lights up like a flashlight. His teeth glow far brighter than anyone else’s, and I’m betting he’s had some serious work done to procure those pearly glow-in-the-dark whites. “I’m afraid I’ve got brassieres on the brain and wasn’t looking where I was going.” He holds up an arm full of women’s delicate accouterments. “I scored six points.”

      Phineas nods. “And if he’s lucky, he’ll score again later.”

      I make a face at the lascivious spook.

      “Travis.” I lean his way. “Did you hear anything dicey about the loans Julia and Nadine took out for their lipstick venture? Jane says she wasn’t a part of any of that.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m shocked anyone was taking out a loan at the rate they were begging for cash. They were both broke, you know, Julia and Nadine. That’s why they pulled Jane into it. And the very reason they wanted to hook a hose up to my bank account as well. If the loans sound dicey, it’s because they are. I don’t know who in their right mind would give a dime to two broke girls.” He holds up his arm and the bras dangle like trout on a fishing line. “I’d better return these to their rightful owners.”

      He takes off and Phineas gives a wistful tick of the head. “If he’s smart, he’ll offer to help put them back on.”

      “You would.”

      “I have.”

      I pull out my phone and quickly pull up those loan docs that Jane was kind enough to share with me.

      “These all look legit,” I say. “I mean, I’m no expert, but I certainly don’t see any monkey business.”

      He peers over my shoulder. “Well, it turns out, they weren’t broke after all,” he says, pointing to the line where they both declare their monthly earnings. “According to this, they’re still raking it in.”

      “Huh. You’re right,” I whisper as a thought comes to me. “Back in Maine, my ex and I were friends with a couple who lived down the street. They lived in a big mansion, drove fancy cars, and had their kids in a very exclusive private school. Then one day the feds showed up and hauled them both to prison.”

      “For living high on the hog?”

      “For lying on their loan applications,” I say, looking at the handsome devil by my side right in his gorgeous blue eyes. “Ransom hinted that he knew something was wrong with the loans. I bet this was it.” I suck in a quick breath as a conversation comes back to me and I quickly look up a certain uncle back in Kansas. “Oh my word.” I close my eyes. “I know who the killer is, and I’m pretty sure I know how they procured that poison, too.”

      I glance around at the gyrating limbs as seventies rock music blares overhead.

      The killer may think things are looking groovy for them, but it’s time to show them just how groovy justice can be.
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      The night of Julia Edwards’ murder comes crashing back to me like a violent wave slapping over the shoreline, unforgivably powerful as every detail comes to light.

      The terse talk of finances, the drinks, the red lipstick lining Julia’s glass, the killer’s trip to her cabin—the pieces to the puzzle were all here in front of me just waiting to click into place. And click into place they did.

      I pull my phone out and quickly shoot a text to Layla down in guest relations. If I’m right, then the killer’s alibi for that night will lose water in about five minutes.

      My phone pings right back, and sure enough, Layla confirms my theory.

      “What is it?” Phineas hisses. That dark demeanor of his makes him look exactly like Ransom on any given grumpy day.

      The Cancel Culture Club’s seventies extravaganza roils around us on the promenade deck as people get their boogie on to the rock music of yesteryear.

      “That night in the Diamond Lounge—” I squeeze my eyes shut tight a moment as the images come to me in snatches. “Jane was about to take off to get a drink, and Nadine asked her to get one for her and Julia as well.”

      “That means Jane had access to them,” he says.

      “It also means that Nadine had intention.” I wag my phone his way. “And I have the proof she had the means to pull off what she did as well. I’d better find Ransom. Everything is falling into place.”

      “Attention!” Tinsley calls out from the stage. She’s amassed an entire slew of neon glow-in-the-dark necklaces and bracelets, and it’s so dimly lit in here that’s about all I can see of her. With the pounding music and the glowing bodies, this entire night feels like a psychedelic dream. “Since we’ve already rid the deck of boulder holders, why not go down south? Panties, bikini bottoms, briefs, or boxers—bring ’em to the front and then take them right back where they belong because I don’t want ’em.”

      “Good grief,” I groan to Phineas. “Someone needs to cancel Tinsley.” I crane my neck into the crowd. “But right now, I’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

      I take off into a thicket of bodies and bump into what amounts to a steel wall of a chest.

      “So sorry,” I say and I look up to see a familiar glowing grin. “Travis?”

      “We have to stop meeting like this.” He chuckles. “And don’t worry. I’m not going to ask you for your underwear.”

      “Nor would I give them.” At least not to him. “Say, Travis? I know that it was Julia who put this cruise together for your club, but from what I saw the night she was killed, she seemed surprised to see you. Did she extend the invite?”

      “Nope.” He shakes his head. “She would have rather died.” He cringes. “Poor choice of words. Actually, it was Nadine who sent the invite. She thought this might be a way for Julia and me to mend fences. But well, we all know how that turned out. And I’m sorry about it, too.”

      “If it means anything, I am as well.”

      He nods as he takes off into the crowd and I look at Phineas.

      “She did this,” I pant. “We have to find Ransom.”

      “I don’t know where Ransom is”—he says, nodding to my right—“but I know where our top suspect is.”

      I follow his gaze, and there she is. Nadine Dixon stands overlooking the balcony out at the dark, unknowable Pacific, holding herself with her arms as she stares pensively into the sea.

      Without hesitation, I make my way over. My heart pounds so hard it eclipses the bass from the music and sends a steady earthquake rattling through me.

      “Nadine?” I say a little over a whisper. It’s quieter here in the corner. Nothing but a hot tub to our left glowing a cerulean blue, the water percolating despite the fact it’s void of people.

      She turns my way and takes a breath. Her pale face glows lavender.

      Phineas swoops in close and his own illumination sharpens, a daring shade of blue as he lights up the vicinity—for me at least.

      “Make her admit it and then throw her overboard,” he growls. “Or I’ll do it myself.”

      “Easy,” I say through the side of my mouth. And for a moment I gain a whole new respect for Nettie. She’s made her little ventriloquist act seem easy as pie—a poisoned pie in this case.

      “What’s that?” Nadine blinks my way. “Did you say you were queasy? Believe me, I’ve felt like that more than once on this floating hotel.” She rolls her eyes. “But thankfully, we dock in L.A. soon enough, and this entire nightmare will be behind us.”

      Phineas huffs a dull laugh. “She would like that, wouldn’t she?”

      I’m pretty sure she’s banking on it.

      That T-shirt she’s wearing with its peace signs and flowers, those hot pink platform shoes—it all makes her look so innocuous, so innocent. Like a girl from an era past with a bright future still in front of her.

      But she’s no innocent girl.

      Nadine Dixon is a murderous woman, and I’m about to get her to admit to as much.

      “Nadine”—I clear my throat—“the night she was killed, Julia said you needed to be careful in your business venture or you’d end up in a financial casket. She wasn’t so keen on what you were doing with all those loans, was she?”

      “Loans?” Her entire body jerks back a notch.

      It’s evident I’ve struck a nerve.

      “You were the mastermind behind that nefarious behavior, weren’t you? Julia didn’t like it one bit. That’s why she brought it up. That’s why she was so agitated that night.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her forehead creases into three deep crevices as she examines me. “Or more to the point, you don’t know what you’re talking about. We needed those loans—we still need them regardless of the fact Julia isn’t here.” She glowers at me for a moment. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to find Jane.”

      She tries to move past me, but I block her path.

      “You asked Jane to get the drinks and meet you and Julia on the balcony,” I tell her. “You set her up to look guilty.”

      “She is guilty,” she grunts out the words like a threat. “Jane hated Julia for ruining her career. And she still went into business with her? Don’t you find it fishy that she handed over fists full of money to the woman who destroyed her?” A hard breath expels from her. “Don’t you see, Trixie? Julia is dead. Someone killed her. Do I really have to draw a roadmap for you? It was Jane. She was most likely plotting this all along.”

      “She may have been plotting something, but it wasn’t murder.”

      “But”—she gags on the words struggling to make their way out of her throat—“didn’t you hear me when I said her ex-husband owns a reptile stop? They sell snakes there in the event you’re not aware of their phylum.” A growl of frustration escapes her. “Boy, you really are blonde if you can’t put two and two together.”

      “As it stands these days, I’m far more gray than I am anything else. And I can assure you, Nadine, I am more than capable of putting two and two together. You knew that Jane’s ex owned that shop. That’s why you chose that modality to kill her, isn’t it?”

      The white of her eyes expand and glow under the black lights glaring down at us.

      “You mentioned your Uncle Bo back on Maui,” I persist. “It was that day we were on that ziplining excursion. You said he ran an animal rescue center out in Kansas. I looked it up. How fortuitous that he named it after himself. Bo Dixon’s Animal Preserve—home to wildlife in need.”

      A choking sound emits from her.

      “I hopped on their website,” I persist. “They house snakes—exotic ones—lots of them. That’s where you procured the venom, isn’t it?”

      She swallows hard before shaking her head emphatically.

      “No, Trixie. Don’t do this,” she pleads, backing up against the railing.

      “It’s too late,” I pant, stepping in close. “You made it a point to say that it was Julia who curated the guest list for the event. But that’s not entirely true. It was you who invited Travis because you needed someone else to blame her death on. Don’t try to lie about it. I just spoke to him moments ago.”

      Phineas steps between us. “She doesn’t look thrilled,” he says. “I think we’ve got enough to prove she’s the culprit. It’s time to let the authorities step in.”

      As logical as that sounds, I can’t seem to stop the train. I’m already barreling toward a confession, and I’m craving it too much to give up now.

      “You did this, Nadine.” I double down on my accusation. “That night, you said you stepped away from the Diamond Lounge for five minutes to go to your cabin. But the Diamond Lounge is aft on deck five—your cabin is fore, on the third deck. Even if you ran at top speed and took the stairs, it would have taken you more than fifteen minutes to get from one place to the other—one way. That is, if you were completely oriented to the ship.

      “And seeing that we had just set sail, I’m guessing that wasn’t the case. You never went to your room. You took the drinks from Jane once she got them from the bar—an ingenious move asking her to get them. It puts her in a prime position to make her look even guiltier than you already painted the poor woman. I’m sure you spilled some of Julia’s cocktail on her to add another layer of deceit. That worked to arouse suspicion. It did mine. But Julia didn’t trust the drink once you gave it to her, did she? Your lipstick print was on the rim of her glass. I remember that Julia wore a pink frosted shade that night, Jane wore plain gloss, and you wore red. I remember thinking it matched your hair.”

      “I swear I went to my cabin. So it took twenty minutes, what does it matter? It was Jane who poisoned Julia’s drink. Not me.”

      “It was you.”

      A dark smile blooms on her lips. “So it was. But it doesn’t matter. Don’t you see, Trixie? I have an alibi and Jane doesn’t. So many arrows point her way. I don’t have to worry about you and your little accusations. Jane will be arrested as soon as we dock in L.A. and I will walk free, with all of my money from those loans, and all of Jane’s money. My new company will take off like wildfire once the public hears Jane was indicted for Julia’s murder, and my life will finally get back on track.”

      “You effortlessly threw both Jane and Travis under the bus. Travis was nothing but a backup plan to you.” A tiny laugh dies in my chest. “You were good, but you weren’t good enough. Jane isn’t getting indicted for Julia Edwards’ murder—you are.”

      “Good work, Detective Troublefield,” Phineas says, amused.

      But Nadine isn’t amused in the least.

      Her hands latch themselves around my neck, and before I know it, she knocks me to the ground.

      My fingers work to get her off my neck, but she grunts and groans and rolls us to the left toward that hot tub bubbling away like a cauldron.

      “Allow me.” Phineas grabs the woman by the waist and succeeds in plucking her off me.

      “Ransom,” I croak as I start to crawl away on all fours.

      Nadine throws herself on top of me once again, and this time she lands us both into that boiling vat of water.

      For whatever reason, once the dead intervene to save me from harm’s way—i.e., the killer—they begin to drift toward paradise. I’m not sure if it’s because they’ve stepped out of line, or if because the case is over. Either way, I can feel my time with Phineas coming to a close.

      The water is so hot, it must be boiling. My skin sears from the shock of it. My lungs are half full of the chlorinated solution, as I lacked the preparation to take a breath.

      Phineas appears underwater. “I’ve only got a little more energy in me, Trixie. I can get you to the surface, but after that, you might just be on your own.”

      Nadine screams as she thrashes me toward the bottom as if she heard him, and I have no doubt she did. After all, she is touching my flesh.

      Phineas grabs ahold of both of us and corks us to the surface. I gain my footing and take in a gasping, deep, cool breath.

      “Nadine,” I call out as she gyrates before me. “It’s over. You’ve already confessed.”

      “I confessed to a dead woman who met an unfortunate demise in a hot tub,” she says, dunking me under the water once again.

      We wrestle with one another, taking turns screaming under the waterline until she pushes me into the wall with herculean force.

      Her face presses to mine, and I can feel the heat of her hatred emanate off of her, far more searing than the water could ever hope to be.

      “Say your prayers, Trixie. You’re going to die tonight for daring to point the finger at me. Julia tried the same thing once she discovered that those loans were garnered through dishonest means. Sure, I fudged the numbers a little. I had to. Everyone does it. And the beauty of it? The only numbers that were truly fudged were Julia’s. I’m as innocent as a lamb. And I have both her money and Jane’s to comfort me.”

      “You were going to kill Jane next, weren’t you?” I pant.

      “Am—As in I am going to kill Jane next. Poor thing is about to meet with a very unfortunate accident, as are you.”

      She’s about to dunk me once again, but I jump out of her grasp, snatch her by the arms, and spin her around.

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “The hell I’m not.” Nadine knocks my feet out from under me, and before I know it, my face is in the water and her elbow is on my back, pinning me down as I struggle to breathe.

      “Last chance,” Phineas lets out a thunderous shout and Nadine relents long enough for me to come up for air.

      “Sparky to the rescue!” a distinctly female voice cries out, a distinct voice that happens to belong to Nettie Butterworth.

      In a moment, Nettie and Sparky are in the water and the entire lot of us is thrashing about.

      “Ransom!” I can hear Bess wail from a few feet away, a few feet away from the hot tub, that is.

      Nettie—or Sparky—who knows who—grabs ahold of Nadine’s crimson tresses and crashes her forehead into the top of the deck.

      “You witch!” Nadine cries out before turning around and doing the same to Nettie, but this time an awful thunk reverberates through the tiny alcove we’re in.

      “Trixie?” a deep voice booms from my right and I recognize it.

      “Ransom!” I shout just as Nadine goes for my throat one more time.

      “Freeze,” he shouts, his weapon gleaming in the dark like the deadly threat it is.

      Nadine glares into my eyes as her fingers loosen, and soon her hands are floating up around her head. Her eyes close as she sighs.

      “It’s over, isn’t it?” she whispers.

      “It’s over,” I say.

      Phineas floats toward the sky like a faint blue whisp. “It looks as if it’s over for me as well. It was nice knowing you, Trixie Troublefield. Don’t let life get you down. Remember, it just gets better in paradise. I’m off to find Julia. I’ll tell her you said hello.”

      “I’d like that,” I whisper as I give him a wave.

      Within moments, Ransom fishes Nadine out of the water and Quinn Riddle is on the scene, landing the woman in handcuffs.

      “Nettie?” Bess shrieks with a level of terror I’ve never heard in her voice before and both Ransom and I turn to see our friend.

      Nettie Butterworth floats facedown in the hot tub as that wooden boy lies over her back with his legs crossed at the knees, his hands tucked under his head as if he were enjoying the ride.

      Ransom hoists Nettie out of the water, lands her on her back, and starts in on mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

      Ransom was right. One day my meddling was going to put Bess and Nettie in danger.

      And by the looks of it, my meddling just might have cost Nettie Butterworth everything.
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      “Nettie!” Bess shouts as she pushes Ransom off of her rather nonresponsive bestie and slaps the woman clear across the face. “Wake up!”

      “Bess,” I call out as I pluck her away before she performs a complete beatdown on the poor woman. “What are you doing?”

      “Exactly what she instructed me to do if she ever croaked on my watch—slapping her back to reality.”

      I’m about to protest when Nettie coughs and sputters.

      “There she is.” Ransom helps Nettie to a sitting position, her hair plastered to her skull. “Are you all right?”

      “I was,” she grouses as she points a crooked finger at Bess. “Didn’t I tell you that if a handsome fellow was offering up the breath of life via his sexy lips you were to steer clear?”

      “I remember.” Bess sighs. “But I couldn’t help it. You’re my best friend in the whole wide world—we were the terrible twosome, remember? Now we’ve got Trixie—we’re the trio of terror. And we can’t be a trio without you.”

      “In that case, I forgive you,” Nettie says as Ransom helps her to her feet. “All right, Bess. Do you remember the last instruction I gave in the event I needed to be brought back from the dead?”

      “You bet I do,” she says, wrapping one of Nettie’s arms around her shoulders. “Let’s head to the Blue Water Café and stuff your face with lava cake.”

      “I could use a bite of lava cake myself,” I say.

      Nettie makes a face my way. “As if you could stop with just one bite.”

      Bess shrugs. “Sounds like someone knows you well, Trixie.”

      We share a warm laugh as Ransom helps me from the water and wraps his entire body around me with a tight embrace.

      “Quinn and I were able to trace the venom—”

      “To Bo Dixon’s Animal Preserve out in Kansas? That’s her uncle,” I say, nodding to Nadine. “She did it,” I call out loud enough for Quinn to hear. “She confessed to killing Julia, and she was going to kill Jane Hunt next.”

      “Hearsay,” Nadine shouts as she struggles to free herself from her handcuffs. “She’s lying. I’m not saying another word until I have my lawyer present. This is all some giant suck setup!”

      An entire barrage of security guards shows up and helps Quinn wrangle Nadine down to the brig.

      “It’s really over.” I sigh up at the handsome man before me.

      “How did you figure it all out?” Ransom shakes his head. “Don’t answer that. You are not only beautiful, Trixie Troublefield, but you are equally brilliant.” He lands a heated kiss to my lips.

      “Thank you,” I purr as we pull away.

      “But I’m not happy with you at the moment.” His brows swoop in and create a hard V. “Trixie, you could have gotten yourself killed.”

      “I know.” My chest bucks as I look at Nettie. “And you were right. I put my friends in danger. I’m so sorry, Nettie. I won’t let it happen again, I can promise you that.”

      “What?” Nettie shrieks as she stalks my way, dripping wet. “You take that back, Trixie Troublefield. You’re not investigating the next case alone. We’re the trio of terror and don’t you forget it. Ride or die, we’re going in as a team. No man gets left behind.”

      The rattle of what sounds like bones goes off near our feet and we look down to see Sparky flipping over in the spa.

      Bess and I let out a short-lived scream, but Nettie fishes the tiny demon out of the water.

      “Relax,” she says. “The bubbles were just trying to give him the boot.”

      “Give me that thing before it eats us for breakfast,” Bess says as she reaches for it, but Nettie only tightens her grip and soon a tug-of-war ensues.

      “You can’t have him,” Nettie shouts.

      “Nobody should have him,” Bess shouts back.

      Sparky corks up above them, causing Nettie to try to snatch him back but Bess lobs him out of her reach.

      The wooden boy goes flying right past Ransom and me, and right past the railing, too.

      We watch in horror as Sparky dives into the dark Pacific, headfirst.

      Less than two seconds after he hits the water, the ship’s horn goes off with three long and rather deafening blasts—man overboard.

      “I’d better call the captain.” Ransom frowns at his phone as he does just that.

      And once that’s taken care of, we wrap a towel around Nettie, head to the Blue Water Café, and eat our weight in lava cake.

      Julia gets justice and we get chocolate.

      Just desserts for all.
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        * * *

      

      On the last night of the cruise, the captain is kind enough to invite us all to his table for dinner. It’s a formal evening, so the women are all dolled up to the nines, and the men look debonair and as handsome as can be, which is par for the course for Ransom on any given night. All right, so it’s true about Wes, too.

      “To Trixie Troublefield.” Wes lifts his glass and the rest of the table does the same. He looks more than regal in his captain’s finery, and his brass buckles gleam with a pride all their own under the chandeliers sparkling above us. “May luck be ever on your side.”

      Tinsley snorts. “With the way you attract dead bodies, you’ll need more than luck.”

      “That’s right,” Nettie says. “You’ll need lots of lava cake.”

      “Hear, hear,” Bess shouts, and we all give a cheer before imbibing.

      Ransom leans my way. “You, me, and lava cake up in the Blue Water in about two hours.”

      “It’s a date.” I wink his way.

      Elodie leans in from the other side of me and whispers, “I do believe you owe me a few dirty details in exchange for that racy lingerie, remember?”

      “I’m still doing research on the topic,” I assure her.

      She sighs. “All right, fine. But I have hope for Alaska. With chilly nights up ahead, you’ll have to snuggle up with someone.”

      “Duly noted,” I say, touching my glass to hers.

      “You look happy,” Tinsley says from across the table in her pink sequin gown that has been stabbing me in the eye with its reflection for the last twenty minutes. “So where are you headed off to now that you’ve been fired from the ship?”

      “Pardon me?” I balk, and my adrenaline spikes at the thought.

      “Wes?” Ransom growls. “What’s going on?”

      “Let the record show the ship did not fire you,” Wes says before giving Tinsley a stern look. “If you want to get technical, it was Royal Lineage Cruise Lines that fired you.”

      “What?” Bess, Nettie, and Elodie squawk all at once.

      I’m too gob-smacked to say a word.

      Ransom is back to growling.

      Have I mentioned how hot he looks in his jet-black suit?

      I thought it looked great for formal night, and now it feels as if he’s donned it for a funeral—mine.

      “Trixie”—Wes reaches across Ransom and gives my hand a quick squeeze, a daring move in and of itself—“I meant to speak to you about it the other night, but the arrest tied me up in paperwork. As for tonight, I was going to tell you after dinner. It seems the complaint against you—regarding ghosts, of all things.” He averts his eyes as if the concept was ridiculous. “The board took it seriously. Initially, they cut you loose, but I talked them into taking you back. Essentially, you’re suspended from teaching art classes as far as the next cruise goes. But after that, you’re welcome to resume as normal.”

      “Suspended?” I gasp. “I’ve never been suspended from anything in all my life.” I turn to Ransom. “Being suspended from school was one of my greatest fears growing up, right there with quicksand and the Bermuda Triangle.”

      Nettie nods. “What about finding a taboo tiki in Hawaii that brings nothing but bad luck?”

      Bess grunts at her bestie, “You’re the taboo tiki she found in Hawaii that brings nothing but bad luck.”

      “I brought her lava cake,” she counters.

      “Case closed.” I nod her way before blinking away fresh tears. “I don’t know what to say about any of this.”

      Wes offers a consolatory smile my way. “Say you’ll be on the next cruise. Just because you’re suspended doesn’t mean you’re not welcome here.”

      Ransom looks more than mildly alarmed for the very first time. I’ve never seen him so much as flinch, and yet with this news he seems genuinely rattled.

      My lips part.

      “The cruise is on me,” he says. “I’ll make sure you have the room you’ve grown accustomed to. In fact, I’ll do one better. I’ll have a special treat delivered to your room each evening.”

      Elodie nudges her knee to mine. “It looks as if the details will be coming in fast and furious,” she whispers. “I think we both know Ransom Baxter stores his best treats in his boxers.”

      Good grief—or more to the point, good brief.

      “I’ll pay for my own cruise,” I kindly tell him. “But since I’m a huge fan of treats, I won’t stop you on that front.”

      “Smart lady,” Elodie coughs as she says it.

      Wes nods my way. “I’m glad you’ll be joining us, Trixie. Have you been to Alaska before?”

      “No,” I tell him. “But it’s been on my bucket list. I look forward to it very much.”

      Ransom takes up my hand, and I give him a gentle squeeze because I’m looking forward to seeing what exactly those treats might be.

      “Much like Hawaii”—Wes starts—“Alaska is a wonderland where nature is concerned. Even though we’ll be there during the summer months, we will be traveling through the glaciers. But the weather won’t be unbearable. We’re talking a low in the forties. The sun rises at about five a.m. and sets at about eleven p.m. It’s an adjustment, but all that extra daylight just allows for more fun.”

      “Or more shenanigans,” Nettie says, raising her glass.

      “To shenanigans.” Elodie doesn’t miss out on the innuendo while lifting her glass to Ransom and me.

      Soon, we’re all lifting our glasses before diving into a surf and turf dinner that makes both the land lover and the sea siren in me more than happy.

      After dinner, and a slice of the most decadent seven-layer chocolate I ever did taste, Wes holds out a hand my way and ticks his head toward the dance floor that’s taking shape in the middle of the room.

      “Consider this my formal apology,” he implores.

      “Who am I to turn down an apology by the captain himself?”

      Wes and I slow dance to the music as he tells me all about the adventures he’s had in Alaska before.

      “There are so many places I can’t wait to show you,” he whispers. “It’s magic, Trixie. It’s stunning.” He gives a forlorn smile. “It’s a lot like you.” A hand taps over his shoulder and he sighs. “And that’s a lot like Ransom.” He nods my way. “I look forward to spending time with you up north.”

      “I can’t wait,” I tell him as he sails away, and soon I’m spinning in handsome Ransom’s strong arms. “Detective Baxter.”

      “Detective Troublefield.” His lips curl on one side. “Please accept my apology as well on behalf of the Emerald Queen. I don’t know what Tinsley was thinking.”

      “I can guess, but I don’t want to waste the energy. Believe me, I won’t be mentioning the word ghost anymore.”

      At least not if I can help it.

      His lips purse as he examines me. “I might bring one up—at least the ghost from someone else’s past.”

      I cock my head, suddenly interested, and yet very afraid of where this might lead. The past isn’t exactly a friendly place—at least not in my experience.

      “The day we were on Molokai, you asked if I was related to a man by the name of Phineas George.”

      I groan without meaning to. Leave it to me to try to distract an FBI profiler by way of a poltergeist.

      “I did a little digging.” His brows furrow. “Not only was he once Julia Edwards’ teacher—math, junior high—but from the picture I saw he—”

      “Bears a striking resemblance to a certain detective I’m currently dancing with.” I wrinkle my nose. “I saw that as well.”

      “Did Julia bring him up?”

      “Actually”—I cringe a moment—“I believe it was Travis I spoke to about him.” I’ll let the facts die there. “So did you do a little more digging? Were you related?”

      “Oddly enough, we are—or were. The poor guy is dead. Turns out, he’s my fifth cousin on my father’s side. Who knew?”

      “It’s a small world.” I shrug.

      He nods. “Too big when you consider it took the universe far too many decades to land you in my life.”

      A laugh bubbles from me. “I’ll kiss to that.”

      And Ransom Baxter more than obliges.
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        * * *

      

      The morning we disembark from the ship is always strewn with weary passengers, too much luggage, and a cattle call of humanity lined up on every deck as they await their group number to be called.

      After almost two hours and six games of Skip-Bo, Bess, Nettie, and I are finally free to leave the ship. The plan is we spend a few nights in L.A. eating our way through the city, then fly up to Vancouver, eat our way through the city for a few days, and by then it’ll be time to meet up with the Emerald Queen once she repositions herself. Since Ransom is head of vessel security, he needs to travel with the ship. And since I’m on suspension, I need to make other plans.

      Lucky for me, Bess and Nettie had a culinary game plan already in place and were more than happy to let me join them.

      We say goodbye to Wes, Elodie, and the rest of the crew as we leave the ship—yes, Tinsley included, but Ransom isn’t anywhere around. But I completely understand he’s a very busy man.

      We’re about to set foot on the gangway when a female voice calls out for Nettie.

      “Nettie Butterworth,” she shouts once again and we turn to see Layla Beauchamp running this way with a small rectangular red suitcase—the exact suitcase that once housed a spark plug of a wooden dummy—who caused more than one fiery scene.

      “Not this again,” Bess moans. “Tell her you don’t want that cursed casket.”

      “Of course, I want it,” Nettie says as Layla approaches and she takes it from her. “Someone has to make sure it gets as far away from the Emerald Queen as it can get. Thanks, Layla,” she says, taking the red case from her.

      “You’re welcome.” Layla crimps a smile my way. “For the record, I’m glad they didn’t give you the boot. It’s not like anyone believes in people coming back from the dead.” She takes off and Bess scoffs.

      “It’s clear she’s never so much as opened the end table next to her bed.” Bess shakes her head. “Coming back from the dead is the driving force behind the entire New Testament.”

      “Come on, ladies,” Nettie says as she leads the charge down to the terminal. “Let’s hand this luggage over to the baggage claim. They can do whatever they want with it. It’s nothing but an empty shell without Sparky in it.”

      We land at the luggage counter in record time, and Nettie finds a staff member to hand the case off to.

      “There’s nothing in it,” Nettie assures the man poised to take it. “In fact, I’ll show you.” She unbuckles the sides and out spills a familiar-looking wooden wraith who lands square on his own two feet.

      Sparky’s jaw bobs open and closed, and his hand lifts a notch as his head turns.

      The three of us belt out a scream before running for the exit.

      “It’s back!” Bess cries.

      “It waved at us,” I add.

      “That’s because he was happy to see us,” Nettie says as she turns in the direction of the luggage counter and we promptly turn her right back around.

      “No way,” Bess hisses.

      “It’s not a good idea,” I tell her.

      “But he’s calling for us,” Nettie protests.

      “He is not calling for us,” I say, turning around, only to see a lethally handsome man calling for us to slow down.

      “Ladies,” Ransom pants before landing a kiss to my cheek. “I just got done with a meeting, and I have a few hours off before I need to be back on the ship. How about lunch?”

      “You’re on,” Bess says.

      “If you’re buying, I’m eating.” Nettie is more than thrilled to accept his offer.

      “I would never say no,” I tell him as I wrap my arms around his waist.

      “Hear that?” Nettie waggles her brows his way. “She’s going to be easy.”

      “She’s going to make him wait,” Bess says curtly. “As she should. Good girls don’t rush into anything at any age. And she’ll be worth the wait.”

      “What are you waiting for?” Nettie asks with genuine curiosity.

      I hike my shoulders up a notch as a laugh gets caught in my throat. “Lunch.”

      We share a laugh, and Ransom steals a kiss as we leave the terminal.

      “I’d wait for you forever,” he whispers.

      “Forever is a long time,” I tease. “I’m not a sadist. But I am hungry. I’m sure the food in L.A. will be great. But I can’t wait to see what Alaska has to offer.”

      “I can’t wait to see it all with you by my side,” he says, giving my waist a squeeze as we head out into the L.A. sunshine.

      Alaska is up next, and one thing is for sure—the weather is bound to give us the chills, and with my luck, so is a killer.

      

      Thank you so much for reading!

      *Would you like to read a bonus scene? Be sure to click here to get reading—> BONUS SCENE
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      Don’t forget to pick up the NEXT BOOK in the series. Click here to grab it now—> Alaska Alibi Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 4)

      

      Is that link not working for you? Is that link not working for you? If you read on your phone or a tablet, click this link instead —> Alaska Alibi Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 4)
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      My name is Trixie Troublefield, and I live on a cruise ship. My days are filled with exciting shore excursions, nonstop buffets, and ceaseless games of bingo—can life get any better than this? 

       

      The Emerald Queen is bound for the glacial landscapes of Alaska, and a widowers club comes along for the ride.

       

      But the chilled heart of a killer sees to it that one unsuspecting passenger is not only on their way to the final frontier—it will be their final destination.  

       

      Midlife on the high seas is proving to be murder.

      

      Alaska Alibi Cruise (Cruising Through Midlife 4)
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