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CHAPTER ONE


Iwas standing with my best friend, VIP customer liaison Sam Williams, inside the office of Cruise Director Kelly Cline.

“Do you think she’s going to appear in a puff of smoke?” Sam asked me idly as we waited for our absent boss.

“She’ll be puffing, but I doubt there’ll be any smoke. At least I hope not.” Fires aboard ships are bad news. Don’t ask me how I know that.

“She could be getting in the mood,” Sam said. “Setting the scene for us. Getting us ready for a week of magic on the high seas.”

The door to her office had been half-open—we assumed for our benefit—and so we’d let ourselves in and were now standing in front of her empty desk.

A clip, clip, clip, clip machine-gun staccato of hurrying heels told us exactly where Kelly was—rushing down the hallway to get back to her office.

She burst into the room in a cloud of anxious busyness, thankfully no smoke included.

“Hi!” she said, her voice coming out almost like a yelp as she rushed past us, crashed into her desk, turned around, and half-sat, half-leaned against it, trying to look casual.

Kelly’s role as cruise director kept her just about the busiest person on the ship, if not the planet. She was short and slim, and I suspected that was partly because she spent so much of her energy rushing here, there, and everywhere that she never had the time to grow much more than she had already, in any dimension.

Today, she was dressed in a one-piece, salmon-pink dress that went to just above her knees, with hot-pink heels that gave her an extra couple of inches, and she had several light-pink bracelets around one wrist that I assumed were plastic beads until a closer look made me reconsider. They might be pearls. She had her hair tied back in a ponytail, held in place with a bright red elastic bead bracelet that had been turned into a hairband.

Matching her outfit, her cheeks, too, had a pink tinge to them. 

“You won’t believe it,” she said after taking a lungful of air like she’d just swum under the entire ship and was grabbing her first breath in some time, “but I’ve had—”

“—a million things to do?” Sam and I said in unison.

Kelly’s face lit up, appreciating our astuteness. “Exactly!” She took another deep breath, exhaled, and then stood up straight, seemingly fully recovered from her latest exertions. “I hope you’re ready for a magical cruise.”

She waited for us to laugh. We gave her confused, stony looks.

“It’s going to be magic,” she said, trying again. “Don’t you think?” She began to look anxious. “Just… just magical.”

We broke and gave her some polite giggles, and she wiped her brow with relief.

“Let’s hope nothing too out of the ordinary happens,” I said. “We only want good kinds of magic on this cruise, right?”

“Right,” Kelly agreed eagerly. “And I’m sure it will be. They’re professionals. What could go wrong, right?”

“Everything,” Sam said.

Kelly stared at her, wide-eyed.

“But hopefully, nothing,” I said. “So what’s the deal with them?”

“I’m glad you asked that,” Kelly said and then paused to reconsider. “Actually, it doesn’t matter because I was going to tell you anyway. That’s why you’re here. Sam, you’ll be looking after them, giving them your extra-attentive VIP treatment, and Addi, I want you to really capture them, you know? Show all our Swan Cruise mega-fans what daily life is like for a real magician aboard a luxury Swan cruise. All the things they get up to, how they prep for shows and workshops, the wonderful facilities they enjoy, and how they interact with their fans.”

“Got it,” I said. “So, who are these magicians? Any we would have heard of?”

“Oh, definitely,” Kelly said. “Brilliant Benny Cross is coming!”

I shook my head. “I don’t think I’ve heard of him.” I looked at Sam, and she shook her head back at me.

Kelly frowned. “He probably never visited Corntown, Nebraska.”

“Cornridge,” I correct, slightly affronted at the misnaming of Sam’s and my hometown.

“Right, right. What about Yudini?”

“Houdini?” Sam said.

Kelly’s eyebrows came together. “No, he’s dead. Yudini. He’s the most flexible man in the world.”

“More flexible than those yoga people we had a couple of cruises back?” I asked.

Kelly tilted her head. “I suppose? Okay, then you must have heard of Lucky Laura Filipelli. She’s the next big thing. That’s what they say.”

Sam and I shook our heads again.

“I hadn’t heard of her either,” Kelly admitted. “But she’s supposed to be very good. Up and coming. I think the other magicians will be really excited to have such a rising star in their midst.”

“Let’s hope they’re not the jealous sort,” Sam said.

Kelly’s forehead crinkled in worry at the possibility, and then she quickly shook it off. “And then Mastermind Milly Lexington,” Kelly said. “You know her?”

I shook my head, but Sam was tentatively nodding. “She’s the debunker, right? Says magic isn’t real?”

“Right!” Kelly said.

“Don’t other magicians hate her?”

Kelly slapped a hand to her chin. “They hate her? What? Why? They should all get along. They have to all get along!”

Sam shrugged. “Just what I heard. And is that it? That’s all of them?”

“Nope. I saved the best for last. Dangerous Dan is coming, too!”

We all smiled at that. We remembered Dangerous Dan McCormick from our childhoods. He was a proper, old-school magician. Sawing people in half. Throwing knives. Underwater handcuff escapes. All of the classics.

“Whatever happened to him?” Sam asked. “I haven’t heard about him in years.”

“Nothing happened to him,” Kelly said. “He’s here!”

“Must have stopped getting TV gigs,” I said to Sam. “People don’t go for that old-fashioned showmanship anymore, do they?”

“I’m sure he still has plenty of fans,” Kelly said. “Especially aboard a Swan cruise.”

As our clientele did tend toward the slightly older side, it made sense. He’d make quite the contrast to the younger breed of magicians though.

“He’ll probably be the most popular,” Sam agreed. “So, what’s the plan?”

“The plan is, we’re going to meet them!” Kelly said. “They should be waiting in the Magic Center for us.”

“You mean the Business Center?” I said.,

“It’s been renamed!” Kelly turned to Sam. “I’m going to give them the standard talk, and then you’ll give them a tour of the ship.” She turned to me. “Capture every second of it!”

As the Senior Manager for Social Media and Special Public Relations, that was always my job—taking pictures, uploading snippets to social media, and writing fluff pieces for our in-house magazine, as well as posting articles online. Occasionally, I got roped into helping out in other areas around the ship, but my main job was simply to be where the action was and document great memories for those who were there and make those who weren’t jealous—so they’d book a Swan cruise for their next vacation. It was a pretty great job most of the time, as long as one didn’t mind being stuck out at sea for days at a time, locked in a boat with whatever assortment of characters Swan had sold tickets to or otherwise allowed aboard.

Everything generally worked out fine.

Generally.
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The Magic Center was a hub of activity. A couple of catering staff were offering food and drinks from the far side of white-clothed tables laden with platters. The magicians were standing around, an air of… something… between them. Not magic, definitely not that. More like a frisson of envy, suspicion, and jealousy, but covered with a veneer of professionalism.

A veneer of professionalism on most of them, anyway. There was one man who was most definitely not professionally dressed, though he certainly was eye-catching.

“Who’s that?” Sam said, nudging me to make sure I was staring but addressing her attention to Kelly.

All three of us were staring. It would have been rude not to. The man in question was somewhere in his late twenties and had the body of an Olympic swimmer who had a side gig as an underwear model, another side gig as an exotic dancer, and another side gig as a professional smiler. If there were such a thing.

He was dressed in jeans with a brown leather belt, white sneakers, and a bow tie. And nothing else. It was the complete lack of shirt which had our—and many other people’s—attention. It was like he didn’t even notice though, as he casually leaned against a wall, sipping on a cocktail like he was in an ad for either alcohol or a gigolo service. Or perhaps both.

“That,” said a stern and slightly peeved voice, “is Beau Bourbon, and he’s the absolute worst.”

The speaker was a guy of East Asian heritage with a slender but wiry frame and sharp analytical eyes.

“You Yudini?” Sam asked him, taking a guess that he might be the supposed most flexible man in the world.

“I am indeed. Are you a fan?”

“Sure,” Sam said, despite only having heard of the performer a few minutes prior. “What’s up with this Beau Bourbon guy? He’s not a magician, is he?”

“No, he’s not and so he shouldn’t be here,” Yudini said. “This is supposed to be a meet-and-greet for the magicians, not their assistants. He should be out there with the riffraff.”

Yudini nodded vaguely toward the rest of the ship.

“There’s no riffraff aboard a Swan cruise,” Kelly said. “Every one of our guests is a treasure. Even magicians’ assistants.”

Beau must have caught us looking at him because he drained his glass, straightened up from his wall lean, and walked over to us. He jerked his chin at Yudini and then greeted Kelly, Sam, and me.

“Hey, babes.”

Babes? I nearly choked. Sam looked like she wanted to throw her drink at him, but she didn’t have one. Kelly smiled professionally.

“I’m Cruise Director Kelly Cline! We’re excited to welcome aboard magician’s assistants as well as the magicians themselves…”

There was a big ‘but’ just hanging out, yet Kelly didn’t want to show it. She wanted him to get the hint. He knew it. She knew it. We all knew it. But he ignored it.

Yudini didn’t.

“That means shove off. And go find a shirt.”

Beau chuckled. “I’m comfortable in the skin I’m in, thanks.”

“There are dress codes…” Sam said hesitantly.

Beau put two hands on some of his many, many, abs. “Seriously? You want to cover this up?”

“Yes,” Yudini said. “Now don’t you have some props to polish or something? Go hang out with the other assistants.”

“No.”

A female magician with straight blonde hair and blue eyes so intense that I figured she must be wearing some weird kind of contact lenses put a hand around Beau’s waist. Yudini glared at both of them and slinked away, managing to give his light and careful steps the vibe of angry stomps. 

“My assistant goes where I go,” said the newcomer. She offered her free hand to anyone who would take it. Kelly did. “Mastermind Milly Lexington,” she said.

I snapped a couple of pictures of her with Beau while I introduced myself and my role, and Sam did the same.

“You know what to do,” Kelly said, nodding to Sam and me, and then moving away to do her own meeting and greeting. We would work the room separately before Kelly did her pep and safety talk, and then Sam would take them away for a tour.

A slightly coconutty scent reached my nose at the same time as a sultry and flirty voice said, “Hello there. Cece Blake, It Girl.”

Beau gave her the most unsubtle wink that had ever been offered aboard a Swan cruise liner and then looked her over in a way that must have been breaking some kind of shipboard rule. Or at least every relevant rule of decorum and etiquette.

Cece was my other best friend aboard the ship, and I was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to be in the Business—I mean, Magic Center. She used to work in housekeeping, but after some serious study, and some serious charm, she now somehow worked in the ship’s IT department. 

I nudged her. “I thought it was pronounced I.T.”

She nudged me back. “I’m workshopping a rebrand. That’s why I’m here.”

I had to stop an unladylike snort of disbelief. She sure could spin some cornstalks. Cece went where she wanted and did what she pleased, and if it ever got her in trouble she’d talk herself out of it. She was here because it was currently the most interesting place on the ship.

“I’m a huge fan,” Cece said, this time her gaze directed to Mastermind Milly, though I could tell Beau thought the words were at least partially directed toward him. “The way you show up everyone else’s tricks, it’s just—” Cece blew a chef’s kiss “—mwah!”

“Thanks. I just like to tell the truth.”

A young man with short spiky hair and the air of a street hustling magician arrived to greet us and then laid eyes on Milly and Beau and wrinkled his nose. “Oh. You’re here. Man, if I knew you were coming, I’d have skipped this gig.”

Milly gave him an intense look as she leaned in toward him, then spoke in a soft but authoritative voice. “Benny,” she said, “you can’t afford to miss a gig.”

“People ain’t into card tricks,” Beau added.

“That’s Brilliant Benny,” said the card shark in a strained tone. “And yes, they are. I got two hundred thousand views in two days on my last street magic vid.”

“And I got three hundred thousand debunking it,” Milly said, her voice ice cold and her smile even chillier.

All these magicians were giving me weird vibes. I took a couple of steps back and hid behind my camera as I documented them, trying to catch them smiling, or at least looking mysterious instead of intense or creepy.

“That’s why everyone hates you,” Benny said, before quickly turning away and hurrying off.

It was weird. I got the impression that in normal circumstances, Benny would be a bit of a tough guy, a hustler with a quip and some snark for any occasion. But Mastermind Milly cut through it like an icepick through a skull. Yuck. Where did that imagery come from?

“No, they don’t,” Beau said in almost a whisper to Milly. “They’re just jealous.”

Beau and Milly interlinked their arms and walked away, her looking like some kind of ice witch and him looking like an enthralled model follower.

“This is gonna be a fun week,” Sam said gloomily.

“Hey, at least we got eye candy,” Cece said cheerily.

“How’s Dr. Ryan?” I said, asking about her boyfriend.

Cece shrugged. “Oh, he’s real good. Don’t you worry about him.”

“I wasn’t worried, I—”

“Hi, campers!” A slightly chubby, very middle-aged, red-faced man with an excess of forced jollity jumped—literally and somewhat heavily—in front of us. “Dangerous Dan the Man!” he said. “Are you our guides?”

“Nope,” Cece said. “But I think my grandparents used to watch you on TV.”

“I’m your VIP customer liaison,” Sam said, stepping slightly in front of Cece before she could land any more blows on the man’s ego. “And I’m here to help you with anything and everything you might need during your voyage.”

“Not everything,” Cece said over Sam’s shoulder. I elbowed her on Sam’s behalf while Cece just grinned at me like she was the funniest thing since sliced bread.

Dan focused his attention on me and licked his lips nervously. “You’re… you’re a reporter, right?”

“Yep!” I said cheerily at the same time as Cece offered a just as confident, “No.”

I frowned.

I used to be a reporter, back in Cornridge, back before I got downsized. It was ironic, because despite being downsized, I actually put on a few pounds in the ensuing glumness I fell into before securing a job aboard the Swan.

But I was a reporter by profession, and as social media manager on the ship, I was the closest you got to one on board. I even wrote articles on occasion.

“I manage social media and communications aboard ship,” I explained. “So, I’m pretty much a reporter, yeah.”

“That’s what I thought.” He leaned in closer, gave Cece a wary look, but then went for it anyway. “I’ve got a story for you.”

I positively basked.


CHAPTER TWO


Man, oh man, did I wish I was still in the business of hunting down juicy stories on the regular. Back in Cornridge, there was nothing like the thrill of uncovering a major story. There was the time I found out the local mechanic overcharged female customers because he thought they’d be less likely to notice what was going on. That was a major sting operation and got me a front-page scoop.

Another time, after some intense investigative journalism, I found out that one of the participants at a local cake competition used box cake instead of their own recipe. Mom tells me the fallout from that piece still carries on to this day.

You just can’t beat that kind of thrill. It’s in my blood, and it always will be.

But onboard the Swan, that kind of major breaking news wasn’t really my role. Swan didn’t want scandals to be revealed. They didn’t want corruption to be exposed. And they didn’t want miscreants to be publicly shamed in a scoop.

If I found out anything like that, it was to be dealt with as quietly and discreetly as possible. Everything I wrote and published was supposed to be positive, fun, or informative. Preferably, all three. Whether it be photos of happy passengers enjoying the facilities or a profile on an uber-professional staff member providing incredible service, or—my favorite—a piece about some of the more fantastic food offerings available on board, the name of the game was positivity. All day, every day.

So when someone offers me a story, and they have a look in their eyes like Dan did, it eats at me, it really does. When someone comes up to you with that expression, you just know their ‘story’ isn’t going to be about how wonderful the flavors at Two Scoops ice cream parlor are or how incredible the service in the spa was.

No, they had something juicy. Something scandalous or dangerous, or maybe even a little spicy. I was excited, but it was the kind of excitement that I knew was about to get a bucket of ice-cold water poured on it when I wouldn’t be able to act on it.

But still. For a few moments, I could indulge.

I gave Cece a meaningful look—go away, please. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

Cece gave me a blank look. “No entiendo.”

I rolled my eyes at her. Back in her housekeeping days that was one of her favorite work-shirking techniques. If anyone asked her to do, well, anything, she’d simply pretend she didn’t understand English. And if they spoke Spanish too? Well, then she’d suddenly be taken down with a sickness that appeared at lightning speed.

Cece wasn’t lazy—you’ve never seen anyone spend so many hours on an MMORPG, flirting with a doctor, or working through a cocktail menu—she was just quite specific about the things she was willing to put effort into. And those she wasn’t.

Understanding me when I wanted her to shove off was definitely one of the things she didn’t want to understand. She wanted to hear the gossip. I didn’t blame her.

Sam, however, could tell that Dan wasn’t about to spill whatever he had with a whole crowd gathered around him. She whispered something in Cece’s ear that sounded like, ‘We’ll make her tell us later’ and then grabbed her by the arm and dragged her away. I nodded for Dangerous Dan to follow me to a quieter corner of the room.

He smiled at me, offered me his hand, and we shook. While he wasn’t exactly one of my childhood idols, it was at least a little bit of a thrill to meet someone close up that I’d only ever seen on television.

“So, what’s the story?”

“It’s about professionalism.” He left a dramatic pause. “Or a lack thereof.” He looked at me with wide eyes as he paused to lick his lips in nervousness. He glanced over his shoulder again.

“Go on.”

“One of the performers has been engaged in highly unprofessional behavior.” Dangerous Dan’s eyes searched me for shock, for outrage.

Why was he telling me this? I wondered. Was it genuine moral outrage, or was he trying to get someone kicked off the ship before we’d even hit the ocean? Since he figured I was media, of a kind, presumably he was looking to get the scandal out to the public. It wasn’t something he’d gone to talk to the captain or the cruise director about in confidence. He’d come to the social media gal.

“Who? What kind of behavior?”

“You saw that lady? I won’t call her a magician because she’s not. The fake?”

“You mean Milly?”

“Yes. Her.”

As I recalled, it was “Mastermind” Milly who labeled everyone else fakes, pointing out that magic wasn’t real and explaining how tricks were done to the fury of the other magicians. But to an old school magician like Dan, for whom the mystique and secrecy of the magician’s trade was sacrosanct, she was deplorable.

“What about her?”

“You saw her... man?”

“Her assistant, Beau Bourbon? He’s hard to miss, what with him refusing to wear a shirt.”

“Yes. I saw them. I saw them canoodling.”

I tried to keep my face straight. Who said canoodling in this era? And so what?

“So, he’s not just her assistant, he’s her boyfriend?”

“Yes! It goes against all our ethical codes. You can’t take advantage of your assistants. They’re very strict about it, especially in this Too Me era.”

“Me Too,” I corrected.

Dan nodded seriously in agreement. “I’m glad you agree. This is a serious breach of her morals and professionalism, and I think it needs to be made public. I want you to write about it for the ship newspaper. And inform your captain.”

“Hmm.” This wasn’t going to work for more reasons than I could count, not least among them being that the ‘ship’s newspaper’ wasn’t something that existed. We had a blog, but most of our stuff was in Facebook posts, Instagram reels, TikTok short videos, and a dozen other ways. Longform investigative journalism was not, unfortunately, something I got to engage in. “Are you sure their relationship is inappropriate? They’re both grown adults. They must be about the same age, too.”

“But he’s basically her employee! She holds power over him.”

“Right.” I was finding it hard to muster up being scandalized. There couldn’t have been much of a power imbalance between the two of them—with his looks he wouldn’t find any problem gaining alternative employment in any industry where that was important. And if it was a completely consensual relationship then who were we to judge? “And you think he’s been coerced into this relationship because of his job?”

Dan hesitated. “Uh, not exactly.”

“No?”

“As I understand it, he was her boyfriend first. She used to have another assistant. But now that they’re working together, they have to split up! That’s how it is in society today, isn’t it?”

I squeezed Dan’s shoulder. “Dan, is there something else going on here?”

“Like what?”

“Like you don’t like Milly and you want her to be in trouble? Like you’re trying to get me to spread gossip about her?”

He shifted uncomfortably, his gaze no longer meeting mine. “It’s not right what she does. Have you seen her tubes?”

“Her YouTube channel, you mean?”

“Yes, yes, that. My granddaughter showed me. She shows how we do all our tricks! She’s ruining the mystique of our art. She’s destroying it. I’d have her kicked out of the Magic Circle, but she’s not even in it! She shouldn’t be allowed on this cruise. And she’s breaking the Too Me rules.”

“Me Too,” I reminded him, and patted him on the shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Dan. If her work is harming your career, I’m sympathetic, I really am. But I don’t think her relationship with her boyfriend-turned-assistant is something that anyone’s going to be outraged by. Perhaps if it had happened the other way round—she coerced him into it to maintain his job—then there might be a case, but the way it is, with them already being in a relationship… it’s not going to fly. What you need to do is focus on your own show, your own performance, and don’t worry about her. Some people like her shtick, but not everyone does. There are still millions of people who prefer the stagecraft of a true, classic performer like yourself.”

“Millions?”

I may have overegged that pudding, but I nodded with conviction anyway. “I’m sure of it.”

“So, you won’t write about her?”

“I will, Dan. Or post about her, anyway. And perhaps some people will be offended by her relationship with her assistant.” Then I remembered something. “Say, didn’t you used to be married to your assistant?”

Dan blinked slowly.

“That was completely different.”

And with that, he turned and walked away. I guessed it had been a different era back then. But still. His faux outrage was a bit rich considering his past.

As he was leaving, I snapped a couple more pics of him, shoulders hunched, feet dragging.

Sam appeared back beside me, Cece-less.

“Where’d she go?”

Sam jerked her thumb toward the hallway outside of Magic Room A. Through the crowd, I caught glimpses of a salmon-pink dress, a bronzed torso, and a brief flash of Cece.

“Kelly and Cece are keeping Mr. Bourbon company,” she said.

“Lucky him.”

“Lucky them,” Sam said, with a slight sigh of wistful jealousy.

I didn’t get it. The guy was pretty enough, I supposed, but he was seriously lacking in charm. Unlike my boyfriend, Vice-Captain Ethan, who was just about perfect.

Sam poked me. “Stop thinking about him.”

“I wasn’t thinking about that shirtless lunk,” I said.

“I didn’t mean him, I meant Ethan. Stop thinking about him. It won’t bring him back.”

“What do you mean it won’t bring him back? You make it sound like he’s gone gone.”

“He is,” she said.

“No, he’s not! He’s just onshore for some training. He’ll be back before we know it.”

“I guess. But he probably won’t be on this ship, will he?”

I frowned at her. I wasn’t in the mood for random truth bombs. I was trying to do some work, darn it. I angrily lifted my camera and snapped a few photos of her face. Annoyingly, that made her grin, so the photos would probably look good. Darn it.

“When he makes captain, he’ll probably be on his own ship. Best get used to it, kiddo.”

“Kiddo?” I gaped at Sam. We were the same age and had been best friends since we were born. That was not one of her phrases.

She wrinkled her brow in worry. “Sorry. It just slipped out.”

My eyes went back to the door where the shirtless wonder had a hand on each of Kelly’s and Cece’s shoulders.

“Please don’t tell me he called you kiddo and you picked it up.”

“Umm. No comment. Hey, did you meet Lucky yet?” Sam nodded across at a glamorous but young woman who was now standing in the middle of the room, alone, but like she was the center of attention, like she was holding court—even if no one was talking to her.

“Didn’t notice her.” But it was hard not to. She had an air about her I could sense even from this far corner.

“She arrived fashionably late. Come on. Let’s go talk to her. Kelly will be back to give her intro talk as soon as she drags herself away from Beau, and I want to make sure I’ve met them all first before I do my tour.”

I glanced back at Laura. She was staring our way with an intense look like she was expecting us.

Like she was summoning us.

So we went.


CHAPTER THREE


“Lucky Laura Filipelli,” she said, using her full stage name with the confidence of someone who expected to be recognized.

She couldn’t have been much older than twenty-three or twenty-four, making her the youngest of the performers by at least half a decade. She looked it, too, but without any hint of naivety or childishness. It was a youthfulness combined with a confidence that didn’t usually go together. She was just on the cusp of arrogance without quite reaching it.

She offered us a delicate hand each to shake daintily and then she fumbled for a moment, reaching into a tiny clutch bag. She opened it up, looked inside, smiled, and then handed me my phone.

“I don’t know how that got in there,” she said with an enigmatic smile.

I held up my phone to the light as if checking it was real. The last time I’d seen it had been a few seconds earlier when it was tucked in the back pocket of my jeans—I guess it was an easy place to lift it from, but when had she done it? There wasn’t time. There wasn’t. There wasn’t.

“Neat,” Sam said, giving her a smile of impressed recognition.

“Thanks. Oh!” Laura shook her head at herself like she was a klutz, dug into her little clutch again, and then proceeded to hand Sam her ID badge, which usually hung from a lanyard around her neck. In fact, it had been hanging from a lanyard around her neck a few seconds earlier. I could have sworn it.

Sam gaped at her.

While she was doing that, my hand went to check my own ID card to make sure it was still hanging from its lanyard. Phew. It was.

Lucky Laura gave me a meaningful look. I tapped my ID card again and grinned at her. She’d only got one over on me. She raised her eyebrows a little more. I looked down. Nope, all was present and correct, I had my ID card and—wait a sec.

“This isn’t mine,” I said, as I removed Kelly’s ID card from around my neck.

“Simple mistake to make,” Laura said. “It’s easy to lose things if you don’t keep track of them.”

Lose things… lose things… I was missing something…

“Uh, Addi?” Sam said. “Didn’t you have a camera?”

“I think she left it on the buffet table,” Laura said, pointing across the room.

My mouth dropped open as I spotted it, sitting on the edge of the table many, many yards away.

“Wait there!” I said, jabbing a finger at Laura.

I rushed over, grabbed the camera, and went back to join Sam and Laura, flustered and confused. What I needed was Mastermind Milly to come on over and explain how the heck Laura had done what she had done.

Sam was holding Kelly’s ID card now. “I’ll give it back to her,” she said.

“And grab mine from her while you’re at it?” I said.

Sam shook her head. Nodded down.

I didn’t want to look. But I did. Hanging from my neck, like it had never gone anywhere, was my ID card, on its lanyard, exactly where it was supposed to be.

“How…”

Laura shook her head. “A magician never reveals their secrets.”

That was patently untrue; Milly did it on YouTube all the time.

“Do you have anything else of ours?” Sam asked.

Laura shook her head. “I just wanted to make a good first impression. I figure I’ve done enough.”

I wasn’t sure if ‘good’ was the right word. ‘Scary’ might be more appropriate. If she wasn’t so young and sweet-looking, she’d be downright terrifying.

Yudini came to join us again. He greeted Laura by rolling his eyes pointedly in her direction and then turning to me.

“Did she show you her pickpocketing trick?”

“Trick?” Laura repeated. She looked into my eyes with the sincerity of a lover. “Do you think it was a trick?”

I swallowed nervously. This was all too weird. I wasn’t sure what was going on, and I wasn’t sure if I liked it. I lifted up my camera—not yet disappeared again, thankfully—and snapped a few photos of Yudini and Laura standing beside each other. Neither was smiling, but they both gave off appropriate airs of mysteriousness instead.

As I lowered the camera, I realized that in the photo I had just taken there was a white sneaker on Yudini’s shoulder. And then I noticed he only seemed to have one leg. Nonchalantly, he lowered the foot he’d had on his shoulder, and once again, he had two legs on the floor.

“That’s not magic,” Laura said. “That’s too many yoga classes.”

“I’ve never been to a yoga class in my life,” Yudini said. “And it’s a lot more impressive than your sleight of hand.”

Laura didn’t comment. She didn’t need to. She knew that what she’d done had left Sam and me nearly speechless, and there was no need to defend herself. She was above that.

“She’s not even supposed to be here,” Yudini said.

“I was born to be here.”

While Yudini snorted, I found myself wordlessly nodding in agreement with Lucky Laura.

“How long have you been performing? Six months? A year?” Yudini said pointedly.

Laura smiled cooly. “If that were important, Dangerous Dan would be the most impressive man in the room.” She locked her eyes on Yudini. “He’s been performing ten times as long as you. Is that why his shows are ten times better than yours?”

“They’re not. I’ve got better things to do than listen to a kid magician.” Yudini turned to me. “Come see me when you want to do a profile on a professional.”

“None of them like me,” Laura said when he was gone. “They say it’s because I’m too young and inexperienced. They say I don’t deserve to be on this cruise.”

“They’re jealous of how good you are, aren’t they?” Sam said slightly breathlessly.

“Do you think so?” Laura’s question wasn’t really a question. It was just her agreeing with Sam’s assessment. It was what all three of us were thinking.

There was a flurry of loud claps from the front of the room as Kelly got into action mode.

I glanced back out to the hallway to see Cece slouching against the doorframe and Beau no longer in view.

“Attention, attention please!” Kelly said. “I’m going to give you a safety talk, go over the itineraries, and tell you your performance and workshop locations. After that, your VIP customer liaison, Sam—where are you Sam?”

“Here!” Sam said, raising her arm up high and beginning to maneuver her way to the front.

“Sam will show you all your performance and workshop spaces and then lead you to the International Buffet, where we’ll all meet up again for lunch. If you’ve got any questions, save them for lunch, because I’ve got a million things to get through. Now first, fire safety protocols…”
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Isnapped some photos of Beau Bourbon at the entrance to the International Buffet where he was in intense discussion with the host.

“Sir, all guests are required to wear shirts inside the restaurant.”

Beau fingered his black bow tie. “I’ve got this.”

“Sir, that’s not… that’s not a shirt.”

Beau trailed a hand over his waxed torso. “It’s okay. I’m not cold.”

With a click, click, click, click, a breathless Kelly arrived on the scene.

She gulped a breath and then turned to the host. “It’s okay. The Captain has given permission for an exception to be made for Beau. He’s… uh, it’s his uniform.”

The host gave Beau a skeptical look.

The restaurant manager appeared next to him, ready to launch into a tirade. He leaned in close to Kelly and said something in a low voice that the rest of us couldn’t hear.

>>>

Sam made a face. Under her breath, she said, “Isn’t it against the rules or the health code or something for people to be in here without clothes on?”

“He has enough clothes on,” Cece huffed, taking her eyes off Beau to give Sam a dirty look. “Besides, it should be against the rules for hot guys like him to wear a shirt at all. You guys are lucky I don’t make the rules around here.”

I snickered. “Amen to that.”

Although I did have to admit, at least in the privacy of my own thoughts, that there wouldn’t have ever been a dull moment on the ship with Cece in charge.

For now, though, there were rules, and I was pretty sure Beau was breaking a few of them with his shirtless self in the buffet.

From behind us, I heard someone say, “He is really distracting, though…”

I turned to see Lucky Laura Filipelli watching the scene unfold with a light smirk on her face.

Kelly was saying something in a low voice to the host and the restaurant manager. Neither of them looked happy. Beau smiled and swaggered over to take a buffet tray.

Once Kelly seemed to be finished, we waved her over so she could join us, and Cece didn’t waste any time getting down to business. “Why was the host being such a stickler?” she asked. “Did you tell that man to mind his own business?”

Kelly smiled. “Well, the restaurant is technically his business, so no, I didn’t tell him that. But I did let him know that Beau is a performer and as such he’s exempt from some of the rules that we enforce for other passengers.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen the restaurant manager’s face turn so red.”

“He has the right to disagree,” Kelly shrugged. “But our passengers come first, and we have to keep our VIP passengers especially happy.”

Beau looked happier than ever as he walked by with his food and gave Kelly a quick wink. “Thanks again for settling that, uh, misunderstanding,” he said in passing.

“No problem at all!” Kelly called after him, but he had already moved on toward Milly’s table.

Had Lucky Laura’s smile grown a little wider as he’d passed, or was that just my imagination?

I had to bite my tongue to keep from asking if he’d winked at her, too. As Kelly had just said, we needed to keep our VIP passengers happy. And since that list included Laura and Beau, it was probably for the best if I kept shoveling food into my mouth so I wouldn’t be tempted to offer my opinions quite so freely.

“How are your classes going, Cece?” Kelly asked, distracting me from my thoughts.

“Pretty good,” she answered cheerfully. “I can’t complain, anyway. I’m hoping to graduate within the next three years. Hopefully even sooner if I can manage.”

“That’s great news,” Kelly clasped her hands together. “And Dr. Ryan will be great to have around when the homework starts to become more difficult.”

“Oh, yeah,” Cece nodded. “He’s already been really helpful. And his parents have even started being nice to me—well, nicer, so that’s a plus.”

“Big plus,” I said. “That’s great news, Cece. I know how worried you were before. What do you think changed?”

She shrugged. “Could be my college courses. Or maybe it’s that I didn’t take a bunch of attitude from them this time. For the first time since I’ve started dating Dr. Ryan, it feels like his parents might actually be warming up to me a little.”

I tapped my water glass with the end of my knife. “That’s the kind of good news I was hoping for over dinner. Let’s make a toast to Cece going onward and upward!”

“Onward and upward!” everyone repeated, lifting their own glasses into the air.


CHAPTER FOUR


Sam and I decided to go out on the pool deck after dinner to get some air and walk off some of the calories we’d just taken in. We’d both been making efforts to be a little healthier, but it was an uphill battle when we were constantly around free food that had been prepared by world-class chefs.

Neither of us were going to the extremes that Sam’s boyfriend, Brad, went through—protein shakes and boneless, skinless, flavorless baked chicken and vegetables every single day—but he was also a fitness instructor, so that just made sense for him.

For us, it was more like making a choice to have one scoop of ice cream instead of two for dessert. But hey, we had to start somewhere.

“How do you think the first day went?” she asked when we stopped by the railing to look out over the dark ocean. “We have some pretty outspoken characters on board this time.”

I smirked in the moonlight. “Don’t we always? But there does seem to be a little more tension than normal for the first day of a cruise. Some of these magicians seem to have grudges that have gone on for years.”

“Yeah, I just hope none of the drama spills over to the other passengers. If the magicians themselves don’t get along, that’s their business. But if they start sniping at each other and getting passengers to take sides…” She exhaled slowly and shook her head. “That just makes things more difficult for all of us.”

Sam was right, of course. And as the customer liaison, she would feel the heat more than most of us. Her whole job was to be a sort of roving ambassador for the cruise line, so keeping our passengers happy was her first priority.

Not to mention the fact that Kelly had also appointed Sam as the go-to person for all the VIP guests’ needs. It was a lot for one person to take on, but Sam had never backed down from a challenge, and I had complete faith that she could pull it off.

“All I know for sure is that I’m going to try and get my interviews out of the way early while everyone is still sort of pretending to get along,” I said. “And I’m going to take as many pictures as possible while I’m at it, in case nobody is willing to pose together later.” Nodding toward the other side of the deck, she said. “Case in point—I’m pretty sure that’s Lucky Laura with Harry Yudini over there. It’s almost like they’re waiting for someone to come by and photograph them.”

Sam laughed. “The social media gods are answering your prayers tonight. Go on.” She waved me away. “Get your pictures. I’ll wait over here.”

“I’ll only be a minute,” I called back over my shoulder, already on my way toward the two magicians. “If you see them talking to me for more than a couple of minutes, come save me. I don’t want to be pulled into any of the drama.”

I got a thumbs-up from Sam and then turned my attention back to Harry and Laura. “Excuse me.” I smiled and gave a friendly wave with my camera in hand. “I don’t want to bother you, but I was hoping I might get a few quick shots of the two of you out here for the ship’s social media feeds. It’s such a beautiful night. It would be a shame if we didn’t commemorate it somehow.”

If there’s one thing I’ve learned about celebrities—even minor ones with a niche audience—it’s that they’re physically incapable of turning down a photo.

Which, thankfully, only made my job easier.

“Of course,” Laura answered for both of them. “We’d love that. Wouldn’t we, Harry?”

He didn’t seem quite as enthusiastic, but he still nodded and gave a quick smile that was polite enough to prove my point. My camera was irresistible to people who made their living performing for others.

“We want you to know that not all of the so-called magicians on this ship are difficult to work with,” Laura continued as I took the first picture.

I gave a noncommittal smile. “That’s good to know. And I appreciate your time, of course.”

Harry grimaced. “After dealing with Milly and Beau, we probably seem like angels in comparison. I’m not sure which one of them is worse—Milly or her job-stealing snake of an assistant.”

I just kept smiling. They weren’t going to get any gossip out of me. I couldn’t say I was surprised at how freely they were dropping names, though. As far as I could tell, Milly had knowingly, willingly placed a big target on her back when she’d bragged to anyone who would listen that her talents—and even Beau’s—were superior to everyone else’s.

If I’d been one of the other magicians, I probably would’ve been a little put off by Milly’s behavior, too.

“We are angels,” Laura laughed, changing poses and making it look like she and Harry were having the time of their lives in front of the camera. “But you have to let that business with Beau go. That was such a long time ago, and you have your own successful career now. You’re bigger as a solo act than you ever would have been if you’d stayed in Milly’s shadow.”

“I guess.” He heaved a sigh and shrugged then turned his attention back to me. “Do you have everything you need?”

I’d been so tuned into the gossip that I momentarily forgot I was still supposed to be taking pictures. I snapped one more for good measure and nodded. “I do, thank you. You’ve both been so helpful, and I know these photos are going to turn out great.”

As I walked away, I couldn’t help but smile to myself. They really were all holding onto old grudges. And apparently some of their connections were older and deeper than I’d realized at first.

But it sort of made sense. There were only so many professional magicians who performed at their level. And what was that saying?

Be nice to people on your way up because you might meet them again on your way back down.

It didn’t seem like Milly or Beau had learned that lesson yet, though. It was bound to be a rude awakening if they ever had to.
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Iwas absolutely exhausted by the time I made it to the last event of the day—a midnight screening of a movie about magicians.

It was one of the many things on our itinerary that I’d been both looking forward to and dreading at the same time.

On the one hand, who didn’t love a good movie? But on the other hand, it was just one more opportunity for our VIP guests to behave badly toward one another.

At least I had Sam and Cece on either side of me to keep me company.

Sam nudged me as the lights started to dim. “I see your eyelids drooping already. Try not to fall asleep before the opening credits.”

I tried to muster a laugh and a sarcastic comeback, but she hadn’t been far off the mark. I really was sleepy. And the dark movie theater with its plush, reclining seats wasn’t doing me any favors.

“I’ll be fine once the movie starts,” I said, hoping it didn’t turn out to be a lie. “Which will hopefully be any minute now, since it’s already past midnight.”

Except the movie didn’t start the moment the lights went down. Instead, a shadowy figure stepped up in front of the screen and then a spotlight flickered to life as polite applause spread through the theater.

“Thank you, thank you!” Dangerous Dan waved from the front of the room. “I know you’re all excited to see the movie, so I won’t be too long. But I thought it might be nice if you had a little context to go along with the film.”

The audience’s reaction seemed mixed from where I was sitting. A few people seemed interested in what he had to say, but several others had pulled out their phones as soon as it had become clear that the movie wasn’t starting right away.

And then there had been a few audible groans, mostly from the section where I’d seen Milly and Beau sitting.

Cece shifted in her seat and sighed a little louder than I thought was necessary. “I should have asked for a bigger container of popcorn,” she whispered. “I didn’t realize we were getting a lecture on the history of magic before the movie.”

“Well, it’s free,” I said under my breath. “So we can’t really complain. Plus, you never know—it might be interesting.”

She rolled her eyes, and for once I couldn’t even blame her. It really wasn’t interesting. In fact, it was pretty boring, though I would never have said so out loud.

Dangerous Dan waved his arms around. “In the golden age of magic, performers were more than just tricksters. They were the real deal. Escape artists who defied death. Detectives who debunked paranormal flim-flam artists. They followed a code, the magicians’ code—that the public should never be duped by magic.”

“This is boring,” Sam muttered, apparently less inclined than I was to give Dangerous Dan a break. “He should stick to doing the tricks, not talking about them.”

“I feel like I’m in my online history course,” Cece added, leaning forward to talk past me once she’d realized Sam was on her side. “Except even with that, I can play games and stuff while I listen with my headphones.”

“Okay, you guys,” I whispered, smiling in spite of myself. “Let’s cut him some slack. Just because we aren’t really into this stuff doesn’t mean the people around us aren’t interested.”

Even as I spoke, I could see that I was wrong. After a few minutes had passed, I was pretty sure nobody in the theater was giving Dan their full, undivided attention.

I glanced over to where I’d seen Milly and Beau earlier. I figured it was only a matter of time before they started getting restless.

And then, right on cue, Milly’s unmistakable voice shouted out, “Oh, come on. Stop talking and show the movie!”

From several rows back, I could still see Dan’s eyes go wide and his face turn red at the interruption. “Excuse me?” he answered. “Try to show a little respect if you can. Even if you don’t follow any kind of code but greed.”

I felt bad for him, but the damage had been done. There seemed to be more people grumbling in agreement with Milly than with Dan.

“Poor guy,” I frowned. “He was just trying to be helpful.”

“Doesn’t seem like anyone really wants his help,” Cece shrugged. “And isn’t he a performer? Shouldn’t he know when to quit?”

She had a point, even if her delivery could have used some work. The room had turned against him, and Dad really didn’t stand a chance at getting them back.

And of course the leaders of the resistance were none other than Mastermind Milly and her sidekick, Beau. It was going to be a long night…


CHAPTER FIVE


It wasn’t often that I had a chance to start my workday in a hot tub, and especially not when that hot tub also happened to contain one of our VIP passengers.

But that was exactly what I’d been asked to do on the second day of our cruise, so I dutifully put my bathing suit on—a one-piece with the ship’s logo that would have to work in place of my regular uniform, a cover, and flip-flops, and took the elevator up to Mastermind Milly’s suite.

I couldn’t help but wonder what Ethan would have thought of my morning escapade if he’d been there on the ship with us. He would have definitely frowned on the idea of my being in such a normally private, almost intimate space with a passenger, that was for sure.

Still, I was pretty sure he would have let me go as long as I felt comfortable. Which I did.

Mostly.

Even though it seemed… weird.

I just wasn’t sure how I’d gracefully get out of the hot tub and leave the suite if the interview took a turn toward the kind of mean-spirited gossip I’d been trying to avoid.

The setting didn’t exactly lend itself to a quick—or dry—getaway if Milly started acting out.

But she had insisted, and I needed the interview, so there I was, towel in hand and knocking on her door at half past ten in the morning.

Doing social media work was a tough, demanding job sometimes, but someone had to do it, right?

“Oh good, you’re finally here.” Milly looked like she might have been close to a polite smile as she waved me into her suite, but her face hadn’t made that last bit of effort. Better than a frown, though. “I’m on a tight schedule today, so I can’t give you too much of my time.”

I resisted the urge to remind her that she had set the time and the location for our interview and instead remembered my manners and my customer service training to offer my most polite smile as I followed her through the sitting room and out onto the spacious balcony. “I appreciate all the time you’re able to give me, and I’ll try not to waste any of it.”

She paused and gave me an appraising look before stepping into the hot tub. “No, I’m sure you won’t.” Only then was I pretty sure I saw the beginnings of a smile, but it was still so quick that I’d nearly missed it.

“Anyway, won’t you get in? The water is perfect. I find it’s essential to wake up and open up my pores before I get my day started. Helps get rid of all those bad toxins, you know?” When she beckoned me, I saw that she wasn’t wearing her rings in the hot tub. “Don’t you love the way the morning sun glistens on the water?”

I had no idea about bad toxins, but I nodded anyway. If detoxifying in the hot tub was her thing, far be it from me to spoil it by pointing out that she’d just happily invited all of my germs into her wide-open pores.

The water did feel great, though. She was absolutely right about that part.

“Are you excited for your upcoming show this evening?” I asked, doing my best to stick to my no-wasting-time pledge. “I’ve already heard a few of our passengers mention that they can’t wait to see what you have in store for them.”

Which was mostly true, anyway. I’d seen an elderly couple pointing at her name on the marquee as I walked through the atrium, so that had to count for something. And I’d read somewhere that her shows were actually fun and flashy, so I was personally interested even if I didn’t want to admit it out loud to her.

Journalistic integrity had to be maintained, of course.

“They should be excited,” she said with a smug smile—the first actual smile of my visit, for the record. “I’ve been preparing for weeks, months, even, for this show. I’ve put my own blood, sweat, and tears into it. It’s going to be the kind of experience people talk about for years. Maybe even their whole lives.”

That was quite a claim. I expected a little hype from all the magicians, of course. They were on board selling tickets to their shows. But to say it would be one of the defining memories of an audience member’s life?

Surely, she’d planned something big.

“Can you give me any specifics? Anything I—our passengers, I mean—should be looking forward to with this new show?”

“Sorry.” She half-shrugged, not looking very sorry at all. “But no spoilers. Just rest assured that it’s going to be big. Your readers won’t want to miss it.”

The more she built it up with her coy non-answers, the more urgency I felt to pry a little extra information out of her. I already had a notebook full of ‘no spoiler’ quotes.

“And Beau?” I asked. “You mentioned how talented he is when all the other magicians were introducing themselves yesterday. I assume he’s a big part of your act.”

“He’s a great assistant.” She nodded. “The best I’ve had, by far. And he’s working for me, maybe the best in the business. Yes, he does have an important role to play tonight. I think he’s almost as excited for it as I am.”

“Do you think he might offer a few more hints about the show?”

Goodness, I couldn’t get it out of my head! The more we’d talked about it, the more curious I’d become.

At least she was smiling a little more frequently as the interview went on. She was even putting me at ease, which said a lot.

“I’m glad you’re finally starting to relax.” She nodded along with me as she held my gaze for what felt like a really long pause. “You sure are eager to see my show, aren’t you? You want more of my words for your story,” she said soothingly. “To just listen to my voice.”

“I do,” I answered without thinking. “I mean… I’m sure my readers will be eager. It’s going to be great, right? Really big?”

“The biggest and greatest,” she answered, even throwing in a small laugh. “You’re feeling very relaxed.”

Maybe my initial assumptions about her had been a bit harsh, and the other magicians might have been wrong about her, too. Maybe we all owed her a second or third chance. I really couldn’t wait to edit the interview and get it posted.

“Well.” She stood abruptly and reached for her towel. “I think that’s enough for today. I certainly feel awake and refreshed. How about you?”

“I really can’t wait to edit the interview and get it posted.”

“Perfect,” she said. “Post it as many times as you can.”

I blinked and slowly got to my feet. I honestly felt a little more sluggish than I had before, but that was probably due to soaking in the hot, relaxing water with her. “I feel… good. Great.” Maybe great was a bit of a stretch, but I did feel kind of floaty and nice, or at least I’d felt that way before I stood up. She didn’t seem to notice, though. Or care. She had already started to walk back inside, leaving me out on the balcony to finish drying. “Thanks for your time, Milly,” I said, hurrying after her on my wobbly legs. “Good luck tonight.”

She laughed again but didn’t turn to face me until after she’d crossed the suite and opened the door for me to leave. “Thanks, but I make my own luck. Enjoy the show.”

The door closed in my face, and I was left standing in the corridor, blinking and feeling like I’d somehow lost control of the interview, even if I wasn’t exactly sure why or how.

One thing I was certain about, though, was that I left Milly’s suite wanting to see her show more than ever. And I really couldn’t wait to edit the interview and get it posted.
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Iwas pretty sure I’d been hypnotized.

I couldn’t prove it, of course. It seemed a little far-fetched, even to my own mind. But the more I’d thought about it over the course of the day—and I’d honestly thought about it a lot—the more I felt sure it had happened.

Or… maybe I’d just been super relaxed in the hot tub? Being relaxed and suggestible to someone’s self-promoting hype wasn’t exactly the same thing as being hypnotized.

Was it?

I still hadn’t made up my mind for sure by the time I was getting dressed for the show that evening. I wasn’t even sure if hypnosis was real. It could have been any number of coincidences, starting with the fact that I never, ever wake up and take a dip in a hot tub first thing in the morning.

For all I knew, my entire body had been thrown off by the drastic change in my routine. That or any number of other coincidences could have explained my strange, fuzzy, floaty feeling.

Regardless, I vowed to stay on my toes whenever Milly was around. But I still wasn’t going to miss her show.

By the time I met up with Sam and Cece in the Grand Atrium, I could tell I wasn’t the only one excited by the prospect of a magical evening with real, live magic.

As close as we were likely to ever get, anyway.

“It’s always weird to me seeing the two of you in regular, non-work-uniform clothes,” Cece said, giving Sam and me a quick once over. “I love that we all got the chance to dress up a little tonight.”

“Yeah,” Sam nodded. “It’s not something I’d want to do every day, but it makes a nice change of pace.”

I grabbed a quick selfie of the three of us and then a snap of each of them by themselves. “Gotta have something for the employee newsletter. But I agree—it really is a nice change of pace to wear something besides our uniforms. Did you see the interview I posted? After meeting with Milly this morning, I was eager to get the interview edited and posted.”

Sam gave me a quizzical look then turned to the marquee that listed the show times. The magicians were performing every evening, so the passengers would have plenty of time to catch them all. “Should we binge a bunch of them tonight?” she asked. “Or try to take it in moderation?”

“This is a short cruise. Maybe a binge is in order. I know you need to get stuff to post,” Sam said.

“I’m good with either,” Cece shrugged. “But if we binge, I’m still coming back to see Milly’s show at least a couple more times.”

I groaned. “Milly’s show? Or Milly’s assistant?”

“Same thing, right?” Cece shrugged. “Her assistant is part of her show. Plus, I’m wondering if he takes off more than his shirt…”

“Oh my gosh, Cece!” Sam sputtered. “You’d better not let Dr. Ryan hear you say that.”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t think he’d care too much. He knows how I feel about him. Beau is just eye candy. Plus, he’ll be gone in less than a week. What’s the harm in objectifying him a little between now and then?”

There was an argument to be made against objectifying anyone for any reason, but it was going to have to be made by someone other than me, because, well… I couldn’t totally blame her.

Beau was too slick and slippery for my personal taste, but even I had to admit he had pretty eyes and nice abs—and he always seemed happy to show them off.

“Anyway,” I pushed those thoughts aside, hoping to steer the conversation toward a tamer topic. “I vote that we come back and watch two different shows every night. And maybe we can start with Milly’s since everyone seems to be looking forward to hers the most.”

“And it’s the first one of the evening.” Cece pointed to the marquee. “So we’re just in time to get some decent seats before it starts.”

Sam put her hands up to stop us as we started walking toward the theater entrance. “Wait, wait, wait… everyone is looking forward to her show the most? I’m pretty sure only Cece said she wanted to see Milly first. Or the most.”

They both looked at me. “I mean, it’s not a huge deal as far as I’m concerned.” I hesitated a moment as Cece started to frown. “But I wouldn’t mind seeing Milly tonight. We’re going to see all of them eventually, anyway.”

“We could save the best for last, though,” Sam said. “Maybe start with someone we have lower expectations for?”

Cece shook her head. “You’ve been outvoted, Sam. We’ll see Milly tonight, and you can pick who we see next, okay?”

“Fine, fine.” Sam sighed. “I can tell when I’ve lost. But don’t blame me if her snooty attitude starts to get on your nerves after a few minutes…”

Sam had a point there, and I couldn’t argue. As eager as I was to see the show, I had to hope that Milly wasn’t as high-handed with her paying audience as she seemed to be in real life.

“Duly noted.” I grinned, nudging Sam toward the theater entrance. “Come on. We need to get in there before all the good seats get taken.”

“Okay.” Sam fell in line behind us as we walked. “But if the show isn’t any good tonight, I’m picking the next one and the one after that.”

Cece shrugged and kept walking. Deep down, I think all three of us knew the truth: Milly might not have been the nicest person in the world, but she absolutely knew how to grab a crowd’s attention and hold on for dear life.


CHAPTER SIX


The air was electric as soon as we stepped into the auditorium. There was smoke from dry ice all around the stage, and everyone really did seem excited for Milly’s show.

“There’s Kelly.” Sam pointed down to the front row where our boss was waving at us like she was trying to land an airplane.

“Pretty sure everyone has seen her by now,” I smirked, trying to subtly wave back as we walked in that direction.

“Girls!” Kelly called out as soon as we were within earshot. “I’m so glad you all made it. I’ve reserved a few seats in the first two rows for any staff who might be attending—first come, first served, so don’t wait around too long before you sit down.”

“Wow, thanks, Kelly,” Cece said, already making a beeline for the best seats in the first row. “This is going to be amazing.”

I agreed. “Thank you, that was really nice of you.”

Kelly smiled. “Just a way to say thank you to some of my best employees. I hope you all enjoy the show!”

“We will, thanks,” Sam and I said at the same time as we followed Cece over to our seats.

We’d barely had a chance to sit down before another familiar face appeared at the end of the aisle next to Cece. “Is this seat down here taken?” Dr. Ryan asked, looking a little lost.

Cece stared up at him with her mouth open. “You said you weren’t going to be able to make it tonight! What happened? You didn’t lose a patient or anything, did you?”

Ah, Cece, the queen of tact and subtlety.

Dr. Ryan had obviously become accustomed to her directness.

“No, nothing like that,” he said. “Actually, I’ve been asked to take part in the show.”

>>>

Dr Ryan smiled at the three of us, but he looked a bit more nervous than I was used to seeing him. Normally, he had an air of confidence and reassurance about him. His doctor mode, I supposed.

But now, he looked almost uncomfortable, as though he didn’t quite want to be there. But that was absurd. Who wouldn’t want to be at a magic show?

Cece settled in beside him and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “I thought you were meant to be working or something.”

Ryan shook his head. “No. There’s nothing urgent for me to tend to, and Milly merely asked me, especially, to come here.” Once again, that nervous sort of energy settled in around him.

Cece scowled. “She’s not making moves on my man, is she?”

Dr Ryan laughed, but that nervous energy still clung to him. “Don’t be silly, Cece.”

Cece gave us a look, as though to say that Ryan wouldn’t even notice if somebody made moves on him, but she would be out for blood if such a thing were to happen.

I smiled and shook my head at her, trying to convey that I was sure Milly wouldn’t be coming on to Dr Ryan.

He said, “It’s actually that I’ve been asked to do something. I’m just not sure if I should do it.”

Now it was Cece’s turn to look curious instead of angry.

Dr Ryan had always been a real stickler for the rules, and I knew that Cece occasionally tried to get him to relax and let his hair down a bit. “Really,” she said. “I’m sure that whatever it is you’re doing, it’ll be perfectly fine.”

“I sure hope so,” Ryan said nervously. “I don’t like to do anything like this, but Milly was so persuasive. She said it would be such a treat for the audience, and I was the only one who could help pull off the trick.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “She’s asking you to help pull off a trick?”

Dr Ryan nodded glumly.

“Well, why didn’t you tell me?” Cece said, sounding like an enthusiastic and supportive girlfriend. “I had no idea you were interested in magic. Is this some sleight of hand thing?”

“No. No,” said Dr Ryan. “It’s nothing like that, and I’m not really interested in magic. At least, I’m not really interested in being a part of it, not the way she wants me to be, at least. But I did say yes, so I hope it’s okay.”

He was rambling slightly, and I had to stop myself from frowning. Perhaps whatever Milly had asked him to do wasn’t entirely aboveboard after all.

“She hasn’t asked you to go around pickpocketing people or something, has she?” Sam asked, only half joking.

“No. Of course not,” said Dr Ryan, looking flustered. “I’m sure she would never expect me, the ship’s doctor, to do something like that.”

“Well, then what is it?” Cece asked. She sounded as though she was reaching the end of her patience but trying not to let it show.

“Well, it’s just that,” Dr Ryan gulped, “she’s asked me to be a stooge.”

I raised an eyebrow. “A stooge? That doesn’t sound very aboveboard.”

“No, it doesn’t, does it?” said Dr Ryan. He frowned and looked at the stage.

“But I suppose it’s just a bit of harmless fun,” Sam said encouragingly. “You’re not really doing anything particularly unethical or bad by being a stooge.”

“Still,” Dr Ryan said. “I don’t like this.”

“What exactly did she ask you to do?” Cece asked, squaring her shoulders. “Just say the word, and I’ll go sort it out. I wouldn’t mind giving that woman a piece of my mind, coming onto my man behind my back.”

Doctor Ryan relaxed and laughed at what he thought was Cece’s joke. “I knew I could count on you to cheer me up,” he said. “It’s not a big deal. It’s just that—” He leaned forward, and the three of us leaned forward in expectation as well. He dropped his voice. “—during her act, see, Milly is going to pretend that her assistant has died. And she’s going to say, ‘Is there a doctor in the crowd?’ So, that’s where I come in. I jump up and say that I’m the ship’s doctor. And then, she wants me to go on stage and declare that the assistant really is dead.”

Cece scoffed. “So she wants you to say someone’s dead when he’s not? That doesn’t sound like a big deal to me.”

Ryan looked at her, horrified. “No, but it is, don’t you see? I’m a doctor. I’m declaring someone’s dead when he’s not. It’s a complete lie, a fabrication. It’s not something a real doctor should do.”

We all looked at each other, sensing Dr Ryan’s dilemma. He was lying about a patient’s condition—and in public.

“You could always back out of it,” Sam began hesitantly, but Dr Ryan shook his head. “No. Actually, I’ve already thought of a way out.”

He dropped his voice again, and the three of us strained to hear what he was saying.

“I’m not actually going to say that Beau is dead. What I’m going to say is it looks as though he’s dead. It looks as though he’s not breathing, and it looks as though he’s not moving. I mean, it just looks as though he’s really dead. I’m not going to say he’s actually dead.”

Cece beamed. “You’re brilliant, darling,” she said and gave him another peck on the cheek. But Ryan continued to look slightly uncertain. “I mean, it’s technically the truth. Right? He’s going to look as though he’s dead. I won’t be lying.”

Sam nodded seriously. “That sounds perfectly fine to me. You’re still being completely honest and saying he simply looks dead. You’re not saying he’s actually dead.”

“Well, I hope that’s good enough,” Dr Ryan said.

He was going to say something more, but just then, the lights went off, and dramatic music began to play. The audience quieted down and settled back in their seats.

Just in case anyone was still unsure, a voice crackled over the speakers. It sounded a lot like Beau. “Ladies and gentlemen, please take your seats and turn off all electronic devices. The show you’ve been waiting for is about to begin.”

>>>

“This is it!” Cece bounced in her seat like an excited child. “It’s starting.” She turned to Dr. Ryan. “You’re going to be famous, babe!”

He groaned and tried to smile but didn’t quite make it. “I just hope I won’t be famous for all the wrong reasons.”
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Mastermind Milly took to the stage in a swirl of smoke and a burst of pyrotechnics, commanding every eye in the packed auditorium just like I knew she would. She threw a hand in the air, summoning lightning bolts and smoke. Then she tossed the other, filling the stage with obscuring clouds to appear again like magic in a different location.

She started out by performing some optical illusions and mind games—calling up members of the audience and guessing things she couldn’t have possibly known, making a pair of doves disappear and reappear in a puff of smoke, things like that.

And then, a series of lasers strobed across the stage and the music amped up and then died down.

“Be prepared to be dazzled by one of my best tricks,” Milly announced. She scanned the audience. “Who dares volunteer?”

To my surprise, Beau was already in the aisles. “How about you, dear lady?” He targeted a middle-aged woman. She giggled and stared at him. Where did he pin his lav mic?

“Oh my.”

“And this man you’re with?”

I assumed from the guy’s hostile stare at Beau that he was her husband. “I don’t think—”

“On the stage!” Beau said, lifting the woman’s hand, the rest of her following. The woman and Beau trotted down the aisle, the husband shooting a dirty look at the shirtless assistant.

“You!” Milly stood at the edge of the stage. An older man, bald and paunchy, sat back looking a little afraid. “Come. Be my magic slave. You can’t resist the sound of my voice.”

He moved to the stage stairs, too. Beau somehow traveled to the other side of the auditorium, collecting another couple. Once a crew of five had been assembled, Milly moved back and forth in front of them. “How many of you can do a headstand?”

No one raised a hand. Milly only smiled. “The truth is, you can do anything. Anything at all. Anything you want. Listen to my words and know. Hear my voice and understand. Your stage fright fades away. My voice is your guide. Now, all of you turn to the right.”

The volunteers complied. I could see glassy expressions. It brought to mind my stint in the hot tub, although I couldn’t say why. Milly raised her hands. “Stand on your hands! You are balanced. You are confident!”

“I am confident,” the audience members said in unison.

To my shock, they all did, and did a pretty good job of it. No one bobbed or shook. Out of thin air, Milly produced a racket. In a burst of smoke, Beau reappeared on stage. He stood opposite Milly, the headstanders between them. With a flick of her wrist, Milly produced a pickle ball.

“All of you, hear my voice. With perfect balance, spread your legs wide.” She smiled, bouncing the ball on her racket. When they complied, she nodded at Beau and then hit the ball to him. He returned her serve. For a few moments, they played their game with a human net. The audience broke into wild applause.

“Back on your feet!” Milly commanded, bouncing the ball on her racket. The volunteers complied. As they did, the magician hit the ball hard, nearly knocking it to the ceiling of the theater. “Come out of your trance!”

Of course, the ball exploded in a shower of fireworks. Milly really liked her pyrotechnics.

The volunteers stood looking at the audience, dumbfounded at the applause. Beau shooed them back to their seats.

Impressive, I thought. How had she done it?

And then came the big finale.

“My final act on stage,” she intoned in a low, serious voice, “is so dangerous that I’ve asked the ship’s doctor to be here on standby in case anything goes wrong.”

Milly wiggled her fingers at Dr. Ryan, gesturing for him to stand. He did, quickly, and plopped back down. A smattering of applause made him adjust his tie, his face aflame. A hushed murmur rippled through the crowd as a large glass case that looked an awful lot like a coffin was wheeled onto the stage.

I remembered what Benny Cross had said—pulling off a stage illusion with an elaborate prop.

“My brave and beautiful assistant, Beau—” she gestured to the shirtless wonder who was standing just behind her, “—will enter this airtight case with his hands bound behind his back.” As she spoke, she produced a length of white rope and made a big show of binding his wrists tightly behind him. “He would normally only have a few minutes of oxygen once he’s inside the case, but we’re going to make things even more interesting.”

She paused as she opened the glass door and waited for Beau to step inside. “You see,” she continued, exchanging the rope for a roll of plastic wrap, “Beau has been a very naughty boy. I think we need to teach him a lesson, don’t you?”

The crowd cheered and applauded as Beau’s eyes went wide at the realization of what she was about to do. Without another word, she began wrapping his head in the plastic wrap as the action was projected over a large screen behind her for the entire audience to see.

Dr. Ryan leaned forward to look down the row at us. His eyes were almost as wide as Beau’s. “He looks terrified,” the doctor whispered. “I don’t like this. She’s making it look a little too real. I don’t want to look like I’m lying—it will dent my reputation.”

Cece made a dismissive gesture and put a finger to her lips. “Don’t worry! Just keep watching. You told us yourself this is all supposed to happen. Everyone knows it’s just for show.”

She was right. He had just told us all of Milly’s secrets right before the show started. And yeah, of course it looked scary and real—it was supposed to. She wouldn’t have been a very good performer otherwise.

Up on the jumbo screen, Beau had been locked in the case with his entire head wrapped up for good measure. Veins were sticking out in his neck and biceps as he struggled against his restraints, and his lips were turning a frightening shade of bluish-purple.

Milly didn’t seem concerned at all, though. She was smiling as she knocked on the glass pane. “How are you doing in there, Beau? I hope you’re good at holding your breath…”

She took a step forward and spoke to everyone in the crowd. “Don’t worry too much about poor Beau. He’s been naughty, but I won’t make him suffer for too much longer.”

As she turned back to Beau and started murmuring what sounded an awful lot like gibberish, a plume of smoke shot up and engulfed the glass case. “Beau, Beau, Beau…” She sighed. “I hope you won’t make me punish you like this when you come back in your next life.”

The smoke started to clear, and as I looked up at the big screen, I had to admit that Beau was a much better actor than I would have given him credit for. He might have twitched a little, but it couldn’t have been much. His eyes were open and staring straight ahead, and his mouth was open in a silent gasp— and then Milly turned off the camera.

Just as we’d anticipated, Milly called out for a doctor as she slowly, methodically began unlocking the glass case.

“This is your big moment!” Cece encouraged her boyfriend with a little push. “Break a leg!”

He shot her a terrified look but hurried up onto the stage without saying anything else.

“Ah, Doctor,” Milly beckoned Dr. Ryan over and then pointed at Beau’s apparently lifeless body with a flourish. “Can you please tell me what you see?”

“Well…” Dr. Ryan began walking around the glass case. “He isn’t moving. He doesn’t appear to be breathing. He appears to have suffocated.” He stopped and cleared his throat then looked out at the audience. “Ma’am, it looks like your assistant is dead!”

There was a mixture of gasps and laughter at Dr. Ryan’s stilted but still dramatic delivery. Cece was standing up and clapping, though, and so were a few other people around us.

“Good job!” Cece called out. “Now bring him back to life!”

“Patience, please…” Milly’s smug smile appeared as she gestured to a table that had been set up nearby on the stage. “Doctor, if you could please help me lift Beau and lay him on that table? Then I’ll let you get back to your seat.”

“O-Of course,” the doctor stammered, grabbing Beau under the arms while Cece carried his legs.

With a bit of awkward maneuvering, they had laid him on the table like a corpse waiting in a morgue. Then, to finish off the look, Milly covered him from head to toe with a white sheet.

When Dr. Ryan hurried back to his seat, his face was almost as pale as Beau’s had been—minus the blue lips, of course. The bulging eyes were nearly identical, though.

“He didn’t move a muscle that whole time!” the doctor whisper-gasped as he sat down. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Not from someone who wasn’t actually dead, anyway.”

Cece didn’t take her eyes off the stage as she urged her boyfriend to be quiet. And honestly, seeing Dr. Ryan so rattled was more effective for building the suspense than his overdone lines had been.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen,” Milly moved around the table and spread her arms wide. “Please stay completely silent and focus all of your concentration up here. I’ll need each of you helping me to bring my assistant back from the dead.”

She started chanting and moving methodically back and forth across the stage, waving her arms, and directing all of our energy or good vibes or whatever we were sending her way toward Beau.

Sam and I were dutifully doing our part by staying quiet and concentrating with serious looks on our faces while Dr. Ryan looked like he was going to be sick. Cece was quietly snickering, barely containing her laughter.

“Finally,” Milly continued as she stopped just behind the covered body. “The moment you’ve all been waiting for. I need everyone in the auditorium to help me count to three.” She paused dramatically and then held up a finger as we all shouted, “One!” Then another. “Two!” And finally, “Three!”

“Beau Bourbon, I command you to come back to life!” With a flourish, she whipped the sheet away.

And Beau didn’t move.

At all.

“Beau!” Milly shouted again, not so subtly kicking the leg of the table. “Beau Bourbon, I command you to come back to life!”

“Something isn’t right,” Dr. Ryan said. He looked at the three of us and then back to the stage as he stood up from his chair. “Something isn’t right!”

Up on the stage, Milly seemed to be coming to the same conclusion. “Beau?” she said. Then she whispered, “Beau, this isn’t funny. Stop pretending!”

But he still hadn’t moved. I still hadn’t even seen him blink his eyes, and I’d been watching really closely the entire time.

People around us started murmuring and exchanging worried glances, but Milly had stopped urging Beau to wake up and had instead walked to the center of the stage. “Thank you so much,” she called out to polite, confused applause. “The show is over now! Catch us tomorrow night to see what will happen to Beau!”

She made a motion to close the curtains and turned away just as Dr. Ryan rushed back up onto the stage.

“Was that it?” Cece’s brow furrowed as she turned to us. “I was expecting something big, but that was kind of a letdown. I mean, he could have at least sat up and gasped for air or something. Something more believable than lying there like a bump on a log.”

Sam and I exchanged a worried, knowing look. “There’s something else going on,” Sam said. “Something isn’t right.”

“Yeah,” Cece snorted. “Mastermind Milly needs to up her game a little bit.”

“No,” I shook my head. “Sam is right. There’s more to it than that.”

From behind the curtain, we heard Dr. Ryan counting, each word a grunt. “One-two-three—” and then a long breath. “Call my nurse. We need a crash cart.”

His voice sounded urgent.

Cece cocked her head to the side and looked around, finally seeming to realize what we meant. “Are you saying…”

I nodded. “I don’t think Beau is coming back tomorrow night. I think he might be dead.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Iwas pretty sure Dr. Ryan was performing CPR behind the stage curtain, but everyone around us in the audience seemed to be feeling a mixture of confused, disappointed, and fearful.

Not a great combination.

Add in the darkness and all the residual dry ice smoke, and it was starting to feel like a recipe for disaster.

“We need to do something,” Sam said as people started standing up and moving around. “This could get out of hand pretty quickly.”

There was no sign of security, but I had to hope Ethan’s replacement would have some people on standby. Regardless, it was clear we’d need some backup, at least to help disperse the crowd and to possibly postpone the next show.

I pointed to the door where people were starting to congregate. It wouldn’t take long before the rumors and conspiracies started spreading if we didn’t get things under control. One of the nurses from the medical bay pushed through the crowd, a package clutched in her arm.

A defibrillator, I recognized. Every staff member and crew member had to take a mandatory course in how the things worked. It was an online deal. I’d never touched one myself. Like fire extinguishers, there was one on every deck. I forgot they were there most of the time.

“Cece, can you go let the head of security know that we’re going to need some help down here, please?”

“Should I get the captain, too?”

“Make sure he’s contacted,” I nodded. “It would probably be best if he was here to give orders.” The nurse made her way past the curtain.

For once, Cece didn’t ask any questions or offer any objections. She must have understood that the situation was hovering precariously close to a tipping point and she had the power to make a difference.

“Sam,” I continued. “Can you please make sure none of the audience members try to get up onto the stage? I’m going to go back there and see if there’s anything I can do to help.”

“I’m on it.” She was already starting to move toward the stairs that accessed the stage. “Nobody gets past here without dealing with me first.”

Even though things were starting to get chaotic around us, I had to smile. Sam was a good friend, and she was amazing at her job as a customer liaison—but that didn’t mean she was a pushover. I didn’t envy the first person who tried to test her authority or sneak past her to those stairs.

Still, I hoped security would arrive before she was forced to deal with too many people.

I didn’t have time to worry about any of that at the moment, though. I only had a few seconds to take a deep breath and brace myself for whatever was waiting for me on the other side of that stage curtain.

And it turned out that I might have needed a few more deep breaths, because what I found was a dead body, an overwhelmed doctor setting up the defibrillator, a nervous nurse assisting, and a hyperventilating magician.

Ryan pressed the lifesaving paddles on Beau’s chest. “Milly, calm down before I have to use this on you.” He looked at the nurse. “Clear.”

“I’ll handle her, Doctor,” I said, shepherding Milly away from the table where Dr. Ryan and the nurse worked over Beau’s lifeless body.

Beau jerked on the table as current shot through him. The nurse took the stethoscope from her neck and listened to his heart. She shook her head at the doctor.

“Three hundred,” he adjusted the machine. “Clear!”

The nurse lifted her hands as Dr. Ryan applied a stronger shock.

Milly didn’t struggle much, but she kept craning her head to look at Beau over my shoulder. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. I don’t know how this happened. I never meant—”

“I know, Milly.” I tried to keep my voice low and calm, hoping to soothe her nerves before she had a full-on breakdown. “I know. Just try to stay calm. Take a breath. The doctor is doing everything he can to save Beau right now and we have to stay out of his way.”

Milly seemed to understand that much, at least, and she let me lead her to a chair where she could sit down until someone else could take charge of the situation.

Thankfully, we didn’t have to wait too long before Kelly and the captain burst through the curtain with Alan, the new head of security, following right on their heels.

This was the first time we’d met Alan—normally, Ethan was in charge of security as well as being the vice-captain.

And this wasn’t the best of first-time meetings.

Alan looked shocked and wary, as though he hadn’t expected to have to do any actual, serious security work on this trip. He was a tall, lanky man with mousey brown hair and cautious brown eyes.

“What exactly is going on here?” the captain asked, his normally sunny expression turning stormy. “What happened?”

“There’s been a death, sir,” Dr. Ryan said, finally stepping away from the body. “I’ve tried to revive him, but… he’s gone. I’m going to call it. Time of death, twenty-one-forty hours.”

Kelly was wringing her hands as she looked around from face to face. “What are we going to do? We can’t have this—a death? On the opening night of our special magic show?”

Sam and Cece had tiptoed in behind everyone else, and I went over to join them while everyone else handled the big decisions.

Sam put her hands up in a mock surrender as soon as I walked over. “Don’t worry, I’m not abandoning my post. Security took over for me.”

“I wasn’t worried, Sam. Thanks for handling that, though. I feel bad for Milly. She’s been through quite a shock tonight.”

Cece frowned. “I feel sorry for Beau. I think he’s the one who had the real shock. A couple, I guess.” She sighed and shook her head. “Such a waste. He was so nice. And hot, too.”

I could agree with most of her assessment, at least. And since it was rude to speak ill of the dead, I was just going to leave it at that.

Turning my attention back to the others, it seemed they hadn’t made much progress in figuring out what to do.

“Can I make a couple of suggestions?” I offered, stepping up next to Dr. Ryan in the little half-circle they’d formed around Beau’s body.

Everyone turned to look at me, but Kelly was the only one who seemed encouraged by my interruption. “Go ahead, Addi.”

Alan gave Kelly a huh look, and Kelly nodded at him. “Addi’s unfortunately had some experience with unexpected deaths in the past.”

Murders, she didn’t say.

“First, can we do something about Milly?” I nodded in her direction. “She’s understandably distraught about this whole thing.”

Dr. Ryan was already moving before I’d even finished speaking. Taking her pulse, he caught the nurse’s eye. “I’ll give her a sedative, and we can have someone help her to her room.”

“Right away, Doctor,” the nurse said, hurrying back to the medical bay.

“Shouldn’t we take her into custody?” Alan asked. “She was the one who put him in that glass case, wasn’t she?”

“And wrapped his head in plastic.” Cece shrugged.

Behind us, I could hear Milly start to cry. While he was technically right, I wasn’t sure he’d thought through the implications of locking her up in the brig.

“But it was an accident,” I said. “A magic trick gone wrong. We can keep this whole thing quiet a lot easier if we confine her to her suite.”

I looked over at the captain and Kelly. “Unless you want to make headlines by locking up one of our VIP guests.”

“No, no!” The captain shook his head emphatically. “That’s the absolute last thing we want. No, I agree with Adrienne. We need to keep her sequestered in her room for now. We can let the port authorities take the heat for locking her up if that’s what they decide to do when we get back.”

That was one problem taken care of, at least. I stepped to the side while Alan directed a couple of his security staff to escort Milly back to her suite. The nurse came back in with a vial and syringe. When the captain nodded, Dr. Ryan gave her the injection.

“Shouldn’t we question her first?” Alan asked and then gave me a funny look. “How do you get an opinion, anyway? Aren’t you the social media manager?”

I nearly laughed. If only. But Alan, being new to the crew, was a little gung-ho in front of the captain.

“I’ve been… Well, I’ve seen…” I swallowed hard as everyone turned to look at me again. “Never mind. The captain and Kelly know I’ve been in this situation before, but I’m glad you’re here to sort things out.”

“There were a few mysterious deaths on previous cruises,” Kelly said, jumping in for me. “Addi’s always been the one to sort out any mysteries. And she helped contain the situations when they happened.”

“O-kay.” Alan looked skeptical.

“Indeed,” said the captain. “We’re very grateful to Addi for her help in those situations”

“In that case, do you think you could help me out with this one?” Alan asked. “Since this is my first—and hopefully only—death, and we’re dealing with celebrities and the press and the authorities back on land. And with the size of this ship, I really don’t want to mess things up. I’d sure appreciate the assistance.”

“I, um…” I looked at Kelly, pleading with my eyes for her to bail me out. “I’m actually pretty busy with my social media stuff, and—”

“Don’t worry,” Kelly cut in. “I’ll make sure you have a lighter job load while you’re assisting Alan with the case. That only seems fair, since you’ve had so much experience, and he’s had none.”

Fair, but not what I’d hoped for. Apparently, I needed to work on my pleading face because she had totally misread that one, but I noticed Sam staring at me with unabashed confusion.

“Perfect.” Alan nodded without waiting for my actual reply. “I’ll just need you to get a statement from Milly—a confession, preferably, but at least a statement—saying exactly what happened and her role in the whole thing. We won’t use it or release it to the press, but I want to have it on record if we need it once we get back to port.”

Milly’s eyes took him in without seeing him. The sedative was taking effect.

“When she’s able.” The security chief frowned. He nodded to his guys, who helped her to her feet and off the stage.

“Are you sure I should do that?” I asked. “I don’t usually deal with witness statements or confessions or things like that. We need to make sure it will hold up in court. I just help figure things out, and then once we’re back on shore, the authorities take over. Most of what we do won’t hold water in court.”

Alan shrugged. “It’s just a simple report to type up. It’ll basically be the same as posting to social media, but you’ll keep it private instead.”

That didn’t sound like the same thing at all, but I could tell that it was already too late to make that argument.

I’d started out wanting to do a good deed and had ended up being pulled into a murder investigation.

Again.

“Okay, fine.” I sighed. “But can I at least have Sam’s help? I don’t want to go interview Milly without a witness there I can trust. It will make the report more official.”

What I was trying to get at was that this was Alan’s job. He was the head of security and essentially the law on this boat. A statement he took would go a lot further than anything I was involved in.

“She might need my help,” Sam said, still staring at me.

Alan nodded, but Kelly shook her head.

“I’m afraid not,” Kelly said. “We need Sam to look after the remaining VIP guests now more than ever. Is there anyone else you could ask?”

“Someone else we could all trust to keep everything under wraps?” I grimaced. “Not that I can—”

Cece cleared her throat and tugged at the sleeve of my shirt. “I could help if you can get it cleared with my boss.”

Kelly smiled. “I can arrange that. Anything else you’ll need, Addi?”

A raise?

I didn’t ask for that, though. Not yet anyway.

“No,” I said, finally resigned to my assignment since there wasn’t any chance of getting out of it. “That should be all. Cece and I can take it from here.”

“Wonderful news!” The captain smiled for the first time since he’d seen the body. “Now, let’s get this area cleaned up and ready for the next performer. The show must go on, as they say!”

Some of the shows would, at least. I was pretty sure Milly’s show was going to be on hiatus for some time.

And I had a feeling that Cece and I had just signed up for a lot more than writing a simple report. She didn’t seem daunted, though. If anything, she was more energetic and enthusiastic than ever.

“Aren’t you excited, Addi?” she whispered, pulling me aside as everyone else started to clear the stage. “This is going to be epic!”

“That’s one word for it,” I said with a sigh.

I could think of plenty more but none of them particularly encouraging.

Tedious.

Thankless.

Difficult.

Those words all came to mind way before epic. I just hoped we could get it done quickly and without a lot of fuss. That would be best for everyone involved, and then we could all get back to our regular jobs.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Afull day passed before Milly’s sedatives had worn off and she was in a competent state to answer our questions. For her sake, I’d hoped for more of a break between the trauma of Beau’s death and the necessary interview Cece and I had to conduct, but no such luck.

Alan and the captain wanted it to be taken care of as soon as possible, and that meant Cece and I had to follow orders.

Not that Cece seemed to be having a problem in that regard. She was so prepared and ready that I caught myself wondering if she’d changed her online major from marketing to law enforcement.

She brandished the master keycard that opened all the cabins on the ship, part of her housekeeping gear. It hung from her neck on a hot pink lanyard. The lock had been reprogrammed to allow entry from the outside but offered no escape from within.

“Should we just bust in? Get the drop on her?” Cece asked as we stood outside Milly’s door. “All we have to do is shout from the doorway that we’re entering and then—”

“Why don’t we try knocking first?” I interrupted, giving the door a quick rap with my knuckles before she could change her mind and burst in with metaphorical guns blazing. “I think she’ll probably be more cooperative if we use some manners. Not to mention the fact that she just lost her assistant. It won’t hurt us to show a little sympathy for what she’s going through.”

“I guess you’re right.” Cece sighed. “But if she doesn’t answer in the next ten seconds, I’m using the card. Cover me.”

Thankfully, it didn’t come to that, especially since covering her wasn’t part of my usual duties. Milly came to the door with five seconds to spare, and after a shouted-through-the-door conversation, she invited us in. Cece used the card to unlock the door.

Milly’s hair was disheveled, her eyes were red and puffy, and tears streaked the remnants of her makeup from the evening before.

“Thanks for agreeing to talk to us,” I offered with a smile as we sat down in the living room of her suite. “We know this must be a difficult time for you.”

“Difficult?” She snorted. “You have no idea. This has been the worst fifteen hours of my life.”

“I don’t doubt it, but it would be really helpful if you could tell us what happened last night.”

“Weren’t you there?” Her voice raised an octave. “Didn’t you see? He died! Beau died. He wasn’t supposed to die, but he did, and I can’t understand why.”

“Could it have been the plastic wrap you put around his head?” Cece offered. “Or the lack of oxygen in that case, maybe? Suffocation?”

“Not helpful,” I whispered. “Not helpful at all.”

Cece just shrugged. “That was how he died, wasn’t it? I’m just pointing out the facts.”

We hadn’t agreed on a good cop-bad cop situation, but that was apparently the direction our interview was heading in, and maybe it would be helpful after all. I had my doubts, but I certainly wasn’t sure. It seemed to work in the detective movies, anyway, and I knew Cece had seen plenty of those.

“He shouldn’t have died like that, though,” Milly insisted. “You don’t understand. Beau and I had been training for months. He could hold his breath longer than anyone I’ve ever met. That plastic wrap wouldn’t have been an issue. And even if it had, I purposely left it loose enough to allow some air flow just in case.”

“So, what was supposed to have happened?” I asked. “How was the trick supposed to turn out if everything had gone according to the way you’d practiced it?”

Milly looked away. “I don’t want to reveal my tricks.”

“Might be too late for that, don’t you think?” Cece asked.

“It was supposed to be simple. Not a trick at all. I honestly don’t know where we went wrong. He mastered techniques that allowed him to slow his breathing and his heart rate—even to lower his body temperature—so that it would seem like he was dead, at least to anyone standing a few feet away. Yogis and fakers have done it for centuries.

“We’d planned on asking the doctor to verify that it indeed looked like he had died, then I was supposed to bring him back to life with the audience’s participation using the power of my mind.” She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin.

“The whole thing still sounds incredibly, unnecessarily dangerous,” I said.

“Not to mention a total waste of a hunk,” Cece added under her breath.

“But it wasn’t,” Milly insisted. “It wasn’t supposed to be dangerous at all. We practiced and practiced and practiced some more until he and I could practically do the act blindfolded. That was even a part of it at one point, until I decided that might have been pushing it a bit too far.” She shook her head. “The point is that we did that trick just the way we’d rehearsed dozens of times before with absolutely no issues at all. I just don’t understand what went wrong.”

Milly was starting to sniffle, and her eyes were welling up again. It was clear that we weren’t going to get much more out of her if she even had more information to give.

“Okay.” I stood up and offered a sympathetic smile. “Thank you for your time today. I know this was hard for you, but you’ve been a big help.”

“Is there anything we can do for you while you’re in here?” Cece asked, finally showing a little compassion. Maybe she didn’t have to be the bad cop all the time.

“Honestly?”

I blinked a couple times. Losing track of the conversation. That was weird. Or maybe I just wasn’t expecting what Milly asked next.

She stood and held her arms out. “Can I have a hug? Please? This has been so overwhelming, and I’ve been locked in here all alone.”

Cece and I exchanged a quick glance. “Sure.” I shrugged. “I don’t think that’s out of line, given the circumstances. I can’t speak for Cece, though.”

“I’d be glad to give you a hug, Milly,” she said, stepping up to embrace the magician for what was a surprisingly long time. Surprising and a bit strange.

“Thank you so much,” Milly said, backing away with a small smile of her own. “That helps more than you could possibly know.”

She gave me a comparatively quick hug after that and ushered us back to the door. “Please keep me informed,” she said. “There has to be some other explanation for why Beau died. Surely, I’m not to blame.”

“We’ll let you know if we hear anything.” I gave a little wave as we walked out into the corridor. “And surely, you’re not to blame.”

“Do you believe her?” Cece asked once we were alone outside her suite. “That surely, she’s not to blame?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not sure that we have a reason not to believe her, do you?”

Cece raised a brow. “Aside from the dead body, you mean? No, no reason at all.”

She had a point there. “Maybe Dr. Ryan can give us some more information. He should be able to find out what the actual cause of death was.”

Giving me an elbow in the ribs, Cece grinned. “That’s just what I was thinking. See? We make a good detective team. I knew we would.”

I liked her enthusiasm even if I didn’t necessarily share it. Not that I thought we made a bad team, just that I would have preferred if there hadn’t been anything to team up for in the first place.

That ship had sailed, though, no pun intended. As long as we’d been drafted to help with the investigation, we had to go where the clues took us.
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“Hello, ladies.” Dr. Ryan greeted us with a weary smile, his voice a half sigh when Cece and I knocked on the door of his office. “What can I do for you? I’m afraid I can’t talk for long.”

“We won’t keep you,” I smiled. “But we were hoping you might have a minute to talk to us about Beau Bourbon’s death.”

Cece walked over to give him a kiss on the cheek. “I hope this doesn’t count as tampering with a witness, but you just look so tired and unhappy.”

He nodded. “I’ve definitely had better days. But sure, I’m glad to help if I can.”

Knowing we didn’t have much time to waste, I took a seat in the seat near his desk and got my notebook ready. “Doctor, have you been able to determine a cause of death?”

“Looked like a pretty straightforward suffocation to me,” he shrugged. “We all saw the same show.”

“Is that your official determination?” I asked, just to be sure. “Suffocation? It was a magic trick gone wrong. Surely, you don’t think Milly’s to blame.”

Dr. Ryan eyed me for a moment. “Well, not exactly. The county coroner will certify the cause of death once they’re able to do a full autopsy, but that will have to wait until we get back to port.”

I assumed as much, but his acknowledgment gave me an opening for my next question. “Do you think it could have been anything else? Besides suffocation, I mean.”

“No,” he answered almost immediately, then he cocked his head to the side. “Well, I suppose there is the possibility that he had a heart attack. Or maybe a stroke. And if we’re going way out on a limb, we’d have to consider some kind of poison or an extreme allergic reaction. But really, the chances of it being anything other than suffocation are pretty slim. When you hear hooves, it’s probably not a zebra.”

Cece leaned in with her own notebook in hand. “But it could have been something else, right? That’s what you just said.”

“That’s right,” he nodded, brows together as he looked between us. “They’re all possibilities that can’t be ruled out until after the autopsy.”

I didn’t even want to consider the fallout if it turned out that it wasn’t just a simple, straightforward case of suffocation. The last thing the cruise line needed was to make headlines for all the wrong reasons.

“Let’s pretend for a minute that it might have been something else,” I said. “Would you be able to tell with the equipment you have here on the ship? Without messing anything up for the autopsy?”

“Maybe.” His brow furrowed. “Why do you ask? Did you see something I didn’t while we were at the show?”

“No, but I interviewed Milly this morning, and she swore the whole thing was supposed to be safe,” I said. “She told us they’d practiced the trick dozens of times before and this performance had started off just like all the rest.”

“Did she say what went wrong?” he asked.

Cece shook her head. “That’s why we’re here, boo. We were hoping you’d be able to tell us.”

“I can take another look at the body,” he said. “But I can’t promise I’ll be able to find anything.” He nodded toward the door. “I should get back to the sickbay. Guess I’ll take a detour below decks.”

Most people didn’t know it, but the ship had a morgue on the lowest deck. A lot of elderly people died aboard cruise ships, and sometimes there were accidents. There were rumors that bodies were kept in beverage coolers or food freezers, but none of that was true.

“Of course.” I stood up as he ushered us out of his office. “Thanks for talking to us. Please let us know if you find anything else.”

Before any of us could say anything more, a voice came through the doorway to the sickbay. Lucky Laura Filipelli appeared from behind a curtained-off section of the room looking dazed, her eyes wide and her hair tousled. “Doctor? I think I’m okay now…”

“Why don’t you lie down for a little while longer,” he said, walking over to help her back to the hospital bed. “Just until the sedative wears off. Or I can have someone escort you back to your room if you—”

“No, that’s… that’s fine. I’ll lie down.”

Cece and I watched as he gave her a hand into bed and then closed the curtain again to give her some privacy. “Why is she here?” Cece asked without even trying to keep her voice down.

Dr. Ryan gave Cece a stern look. I wasn’t sure it would be enough to keep her quiet.

“She is a patient, Cece. Ms. Filipelli came down after she heard about Beau,” he said, his own voice barely above a whisper. “She seemed really shaken and kept saying she couldn’t believe he was dead. Her pulse was thready, BP over the roof. I gave her something to calm her nerves, and she’s been sleeping ever since.”

“Why would she be so shaken?” Cece asked, giving the curtain a nice big dose of side eye. “He wasn’t even her assistant. Milly doesn’t seem to need more drugs.”

She had a point, but this wasn’t the right time or place to hash it out. “Come on,” I said, taking Cece’s arm and shepherding her toward the elevator. “Let’s go and let Dr. Ryan get back to work.”

“It’s nothing to worry about,” he said, smiling as he gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Fine, fine.” Cece sounded like she wanted to be annoyed but couldn’t quite pull it off. “But she’d better not be down here trying to flirt.”

“Bye, Doctor,” I cut in before she could say anything else. “Thank you for your help.”

At least Cece relaxed a little once we got back on the elevator. “What do we do now?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I answered as truthfully as I could. “There isn’t much we can do at the moment. I feel like we’re back at square one.”


CHAPTER NINE


It was that annoying time of the morning when it was a little too late for breakfast and technically still a bit too early for lunch, but I was tempted to sneak into the buffet anyway just so I could have some comfort food.

The morning had been a bust as far as finding out any new information about Beau’s death, and I couldn’t see the afternoon being much better.

“Maybe we should just start writing our report for Alan,” I suggested as Cece and I walked aimlessly along the pool deck. “At least then our part would be over and we could get back to doing our actual jobs.”

She looked at me like I’d just suggested we might dive off the ship and swim back to shore. “Are you crazy? The whole point of helping with this investigation is that we don’t have to go back to our regular jobs. Why would we want to rush the process along if we don’t have to?”

I was pretty sure that wasn’t the entire point of the investigation. I’d been under the impression that the idea was to determine if there had been any foul play surrounding Beau’s death. But it certainly wasn’t the first time Cece and I’d had different ideas about what we should be doing.

I tried to stifle a sigh. Not that I necessarily wanted to give up. I just wanted some kind of indication that it was even worth our time to keep going with the investigation. “So, what do you propose we do next?” I asked. “Because I’m really leaning toward just camping out in the ship’s mess number two for a couple of hours at this point.”

She laughed. “That isn’t a bad idea. But seeing Laura down in the sickbay made me think that maybe we should at least question the other performers to see if any of them might know anything.”

“I don’t think Beau or Milly had many friends among the other magicians,” I said, which was probably too generous. I was pretty sure those two hadn’t had any friends at all on the ship. “What are you thinking? That one of them might have held a serious grudge? Serious enough to…”

“To kill him?” Cece shrugged. “There’s really only one way to find out.”

She had a point. And no matter what her initial motivations might have been, I had to admit that Cece was turning out to be a good partner with an eye for detail. If she could still be enthusiastic about the whole process, then maybe I could be, too.

Beau might not have been the most pleasant person to be around, but he still deserved a thorough investigation.

“Okay.” I nodded. “You’re right.”

“I am?” She looked surprised at the admission. “I mean, yeah, I thought I was. But… thanks. So who should we interview next?”

I felt a tiny pang of guilt that she’d seemed so surprised at the little bit of praise I’d given her. Maybe we all needed to do a better job of letting her know that she was an important part of the team, whether that team happened to be housekeeping or security or something else.

I had hit it off with Cece since the first day I’d come aboard. It amused me that even if she found her usual job kind of a drag, she perked up when she was complimented for other tasks.

“Doesn’t Dangerous Dan have a workshop sometime this morning?” I asked, getting my thoughts back on track. “Maybe we should start with him.”

“Oh, good thinking.” She grinned. “And that will also help pass the time until lunch.”

Yeah, she was going to do just fine as my partner on this investigation.
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We arrived in the auditorium just in time for Dan’s workshop and were even able to get a couple of really good seats right down in front.

“I’m kind of surprised there aren’t more people here,” I whispered to Cece as we sat down. “The way Kelly talked about this guy, I just assumed he was a big deal.”

“Maybe he was a big deal back in the day.” She raised a brow as she looked around. “But maybe not so much anymore.”

And to be fair, there were probably a couple hundred spectators scattered around the room. So it wasn’t like the place was completely empty as Dan gave his long-winded, rambling introduction. But in a space designed to hold nearly ten times that number, the turnout felt a little underwhelming.

“I wonder how Dan feels about the smallish crowd,” I said over the polite applause once he’d wrapped up the introduction and moved on to the history of magic. “I hope he isn’t offended by the relative lack of interest compared to the evening shows.”

“Surely he isn’t expecting too much out of a morning workshop,” Cece shrugged. “He doesn’t look upset, at least.”

Which was true. He didn’t necessarily look happy, but more like… like someone who had probably given that exact same speech dozens of times before.

At least he knew what he was talking about, though. There was a lot to be said for having years—even decades—of experience over some of his competition.

Up on stage, Dangerous Dan was plowing ahead with his presentation. “If any of you have ever wanted to get an up close and personal look at how magic is done, now is your chance.” He paused and gave the audience a well-practiced, wide-eyed, dramatic look. “I’m going to demonstrate a trick that has been an old standby for generations of magicians—knife throwing!”

I wasn’t sure what kind of reaction he’d been expecting, but his face fell with the smattering of polite applause he received. Still, he pressed on. “Now, this is always a popular part of the show, but I can unfortunately only choose one lucky volunteer. So…” He paused again, this time to pick up a handful of butcher knives that each looked terrifyingly sharp. “Who wants to be my first victim—er, volunteer?”

He was the only one who laughed at the joke, though. And when his face fell again, I looked around to see that there wasn’t a single hand in the air to participate.

“This is painful to watch,” Cece muttered. “I feel bad for him.”

But it got worse.

One of the knives clattered to the floor, and he almost lost another when he bent over to pick it up before looking around again as if nothing happened.

It was really like watching a train wreck happening in slow motion, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away even though I was suffering secondhand embarrassment for him like I’d never felt before.

“Just a little humor, folks,” Dan laughed nervously. And again, he was the only one laughing. “I meant to do that, you see?” He cleared his throat and then sighed. “Anyway, I’ll go ahead and get started with the knife throwing by using my trusty cardboard silhouette.” He motioned with his head as a stagehand hurried out with the prop and set it up about fifteen feet away from where Dan was standing. “Now, is everyone ready?”

The only noise from the audience was the sound of people getting up out of their seats to leave.

Ready or not, Dan threw the first knife—and it completely missed the apple-sized target above the silhouette’s head.

The second knife also missed, sailing through the air and apparently landing somewhere backstage, judging by the startled yelp that came from that direction.

“I hope nobody was standing in the way of that thing,” I said, crossing my fingers that we wouldn’t have two magic-induced medical emergencies in as many days.

Behind us, even more people were leaving. I half-expected Dan to at least make an attempt to save face by ending the workshop early, but… no such luck.

“Those first tosses were just warm-ups,” he insisted from the stage. “This is the moment you’ve all been waiting for.”

He didn’t sound very confident, though, and even from a distance, I could see the sweat beginning to roll down from his brow. Not an encouraging sight from the man who had made his living doing those tricks.

With a deep breath and a look of intense concentration, he threw the last knife—right through the spot where a live volunteer’s heart would have been.

Cece and I winced at the same time while the remaining audience members shuffled out the door and muttered a few not-so-polite things that I hoped Dan hadn’t heard.

His shoulders slumped, and he motioned for the curtains to be closed, seemingly ready to admit defeat at last. “Thank you all for coming today. I’ll be available for the next few minutes if any of you have questions about the history or theory of prestidigitation.”

I looked over at Cece. “Think he’ll mind answering a few questions that aren’t about magic?”

She shrugged. “I’m not afraid to ask, as long as he doesn’t have any more knives on hand.”

I stifled a laugh as we both left our seats and headed for the stage where Dan was chugging a bottle of water while the stagehands wheeled away his props.

“Excuse me,” I called out to get his attention. “Dangerous Dan? I was hoping my friend and I could ask you a few questions. If you have time, that is.”

His smile was genuine as he nodded and set the water bottle aside. “Of course, of course. I always try to make time for aspiring magicians. I hope my story and demonstrations have been inspiring for you.”

For what not to do, mostly. But I nodded politely and kept that thought to myself. Thankfully, Cece did the same. “I was hoping we might actually ask about Milly and Beau?” I offered. “I’m sure you’ve heard that he passed away last night.”

His smile completely disappeared—a vanishing act that was the closest thing I’d seen to real magic all day. “Passed away?” he snorted. “That isn’t what I saw. We all know Milly killed him in cold blood, right up there in front of everyone.”

“It was supposed to be part of her act,” I said. I didn’t want to necessarily defend Milly’s actions, but I didn’t want to sound like I’d come to the same conclusion Dan had, either. Surely, Milly was not to blame. That was a phrase that seemed to be popping up in my mind often. “Milly insisted she and Beau had rehearsed every element of the show and that it should have been completely safe.”

Dan didn’t look as though my words had swayed him at all. “She would say that, wouldn’t she?” He shrugged. “It doesn’t really affect me one way or the other, but it doesn’t surprise me that this has happened. It’s a known fact that her shows have always been dangerous. She’s a master hypnotist, maybe too good. The only surprise is that no one has been injured before now.”

Cece spoke up before I could reply. “I thought you of all people would appreciate a little danger in her show. You’re known as Dangerous Dan, after all.”

“Ah, but my stunts are only meant to look dangerous. Hers actually are dangerous. Those people who volunteered and got hypnotized? I’m sure at least one of them is in sickbay right now.”

I considered bringing up the part of his show where he’d thrown a butcher knife straight through that poor silhouette’s heart, but he had already moved on.

“Look,” he continued, pulling a large gold coin from his pocket. “I can spin this coin around, slip it through my fingers, make it disappear…” He did all of those things with a proficiency that honestly surprised me, given how unlucky he’d been with his other tricks.

“But when I go to pull it out of your ear,” he demonstrated by holding it up next to Cece’s head. “It’s not like I’m literally pulling it from your ear. It’s an illusion, just a sleight-of-hand trick.”

He continued with the trick. Then, almost predictably, he dropped the coin at the last second and nearly fell over when he bent down to pick it up.

If it hadn’t been for Cece rushing to help him and propping him up—staggering and nearly falling herself under his sudden weight—he would have landed face first on the stage.

“Terribly sorry,” he exhaled with a whoosh as he and Cece struggled together to stand upright again. “Thank you, young lady. These old knees tend to give out if I try to overextend myself. That’s what a lifetime of magic work will give you—bad knees and two mortgages. But… what was I saying?”

“How your tricks are somehow less dangerous than Milly’s…” I tried to hide the skepticism in my voice, but he hadn’t done himself any favors when it came to proving his point.

“Yes, right. Well, that’s the difference between what I do and what she does. I’ll make it look like I’m pulling a coin from your ear. She wouldn’t be happy unless you had the coin surgically implanted into your headfirst. Then she’d remove it with a chainsaw in front of a terrified crowd.”

I actually laughed at that, because… yeah, I could see it. Dangerous Dan might still have been dangerous in his own way—and not in the way he probably would have liked—but Milly?

Dan definitely hadn’t been far off the mark when he’d described her methods, or at least what Cece and I had seen of them so far.

“You can’t think of anyone else who might have wanted to harm Beau for any reason?” I asked.

“Nobody that I know of,” he said. “He wasn’t a very friendly guy, but he seemed to be popular with the ladies. I don’t think anyone took him too seriously, though.” He looked at his watch and frowned. “Was there anything else? Anything about magic? Because I really should be going soon.”

I scribbled a few quick notes and shook my head. “I think that’s all, Dan. We appreciate your time.”

“And good luck with your next show,” Cece offered with a smile.

“Bah!” He tossed her a wink. “Magicians make their own luck. But thank you. Hope to see both of you there.”

Only after we had walked away did she mutter, “Not if we see you first…”

I tried to give her a stern look but only ended up laughing under my breath instead. “You have to admit that he certainly kept us on our toes for most of the workshop.”

She rolled her eyes. “We’re lucky we have any toes left after that knife throwing disaster. The adrenaline helped work up an appetite, though.” She nodded toward the elevator as we left the auditorium. “I should go back to my cabin and freshen up a little before lunch. Meet you at the buffet and then we can figure out who to talk to next?”

“Sounds like a good plan to me,” I nodded as my stomach rumbled its approval. “I’ll go ahead and get a table for us.”

“Okay, great—hey, where’s my keycard?” Cece started patting all of her pockets. “Oh, man. I’m going to be in trouble if I’ve lost another one…”

I looked behind us but there wasn’t anything on the ground. “Maybe it’ll turn up when they sweep the auditorium. We can check in the lost and found later if you want.”

“Yeah, I’ll have to do that.” She frowned. “I had it when I unlocked Milly’s room this morning, but we’ve covered a lot of ground since then. It could really be anywhere.”

“Well, you won’t need it for work as long as we’re working on this case. That’ll give you a little extra time to find it—or to plead for forgiveness when it has to be replaced.”

“Maybe it’s a sign!” Her eyebrows shot up as she grinned. “That’s how I’m going to think of it, anyway. A sign from above that this is what I’m supposed to be doing. And you know what that means?”

I was almost afraid to ask as I shook my head.

“It means we can’t turn our report in now. Not yet anyway. You wouldn’t want me to get in trouble, would you?”

“No…” I sighed. “I wouldn’t want that.”

So whether it was an actual sign from above or just another indication that we both should have stayed in bed that morning, the missing keycard meant we could at least agree on one thing: The investigation had to continue.


CHAPTER TEN


Cece and I had just finished eating lunch, and I was drifting somewhere between a sugar high and a carb coma as I brought an enormous slice of double chocolate cake back to our table.

“I thought we could share,” I offered when her eyes went wide. “But I need to take a couple of photos first.”

She shook her head as I cleared the area and rotated the plate to get the best angle. “You know you don’t have to do that social media stuff this week, right? Kelly even said so herself.”

I dutifully snapped a half-dozen pictures then tucked my camera away with a shrug. “I know, but old habits die hard. Plus, just look at it! That cake is a work of art. It’s practically begging to be photographed.”

“And eaten.” She grinned, picking up a fork. “It’s definitely begging to be eaten.”

I couldn’t have said it better myself. “So,” I began in between bites. “Who did we decide to talk to next?”

“Lucky Laura has a late show tonight. We could probably talk to her after she’s finished, but it might be kind of late.”

“That would give us quite a bit of free time between now and then, though—not that I’m complaining.”

It occurred to me that maybe a few hours of downtime had been part of Cece’s plan when she’d suggested Laura’s show. Which probably wasn’t the worst idea in the world, given how much of our mountainous slice of cake we’d already devoured.

A mid-afternoon nap would probably be more of a necessity than an option after so much chocolate.

“Oh!” She pointed at the buffet entrance with her fork. “Isn’t that Benny Cross?”

I turned and looked to see Brilliant Benny stomping into the dining room with a stormy look on his face. “That’s him.” I nodded. “He’s the only person on the ship who would be caught dead in a hoodie and sunglasses indoors while it’s ninety degrees outside.”

“Part of his mystique. Street thug magic. Maybe we should just talk to him while we finish our dessert? Kill two birds with one stone? I could go ask him if you don’t mind.”

Before I could answer one way or the other, she’d shot up out of her seat to rush over and steer a very grumpy looking Benny toward our table.

“Just a warning,” he said as he sat down. “I’m not having the best day, so I can’t promise I’m going to be very good company.”

Well, at least he had the self-awareness to give us a warning about his mood. Not that his expression or the way he’d grunted and grumbled all the way across the dining room hadn’t been enough of an indication.

“Anything you want to talk about?” I asked, then gestured toward the mangled remains of our cake. “Some chocolate might help. It isn’t very pretty anymore but you’re welcome to take a bite.”

He eyed it for a moment over the rim of his sunglasses then shook his head. “Tempting, but no. And there isn’t really much to talk about unless you want to hear about how these workshop audiences are always so uninterested in anything that doesn’t explode or jump out of a cake.”

“People do like explosions and cake,” Cece said, eyeing our plate. “Can’t really blame anyone for that…”

“It would just be nice to get some recognition every once in a while.” He sighed. “I work hard on my close-up tricks. I practice them nonstop. Look.” He pulled two decks from his hoodie pocket. “I always carry these with me. Always. And do you think anyone cares?” He grunted and then answered his own question. “Not if the attendance at my workshop just now was any indication. I think half of them just signed up for a free nap.”

I really did feel bad for him. The trick he showed me before was shocking, amazing, and I had no idea how he pulled it off. I could tell that he poured his heart and soul into his craft, and I could only imagine how hurtful it must have been when all of that hard work didn’t get noticed.

“At least you don’t have to worry about accidentally killing someone like Milly did,” Cece offered with a sympathetic look.

“Please tell me you don’t really think that was an accident.” He looked from Cece to me and back again. “Really?”

“Milly said it was an accident. Surely, Milly’s not to bl—”,” I began but stopped myself when he gave me another incredulous look.

“She can say whatever she wants, but I’d bet a thousand dollars she killed him on purpose.” He paused, then added, “Make it two thousand.”

I might not have been totally convinced that Milly killed Beau on purpose, but I also wasn’t going to take him up on that bet.

“Why do you think she did it?” I asked instead. “If she really had killed her own assistant on purpose, wouldn’t she need some kind of motive?”

“Or maybe murder him in secret? Put an alibi together?” Cece asked.

“She had a motive, though.” He spoke slowly, as if we were a couple of children. “Attention. She lives to generate buzz. And you know what they say about bad publicity.”

“No such thing as bad publicity.” Cece nodded. “That’s the first thing we learned in our marketing courses. Of course, there are people who disagree.”

“The only people who disagree are the ones who never wanted to be famous in the first place.” He leaned in over the table and lowered his voice. “Just think about it—show me a scandal like this in show business, and I’ll show you a celebrity who was either trying to get a big break or revive their career.”

Cece and I looked at each other. It was the most plausible theory we’d heard up until that point, but it still felt like a stretch to think even Milly would want that kind of negative attention.

“Do you really think she would do that?” I asked more to myself than Benny. “Kill someone just to see her name in the gossip columns?”

“I think Milly Lexington is a cold, evil witch.” Benny stood up abruptly. “So yes, I do think she’s capable of almost anything. You don’t think a murdering magician wouldn’t draw the crowds? If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get some lunch and drown my sorrows with a few glasses of overpriced wine.”

I didn’t say anything else until after Benny had stomped out of earshot. “I would have taken two pieces of cake if I’d known that was coming.”

Cece laughed quietly. “He sure had a lot to say.”

“And none of it was nice. That’s quite an accomplishment.”

“Eh.” Cece shrugged. “That guy has looked annoyed ever since he stepped foot on the ship. I think being angry is part of his brand. He might be jealous that Milly is more sinister than he is.”

I frowned. “Not the kind of brand I’d want attached to my name, but to each their own.”

“It kind of proves his point about negative attention, though,” she mused. “We’re still talking about him now, after all.”

“That’s true, but I still can’t quite wrap my head around wanting to kill someone for attention. Milly might be desperate to see her name in lights, and she might even be cold and evil like he said… but killing her own assistant in front of a huge crowd? The potential downside doesn’t justify the temporary boost in attention she might get.”

She nodded. “Yeah, I think I agree with you on that one. Not to mention that it felt like he had it in for her, like some kind of sour grapes.”

“Maybe because her crowds are always bigger…”

“His crowds are small by design. You’d think that wouldn’t be enough for him to have sour grapes.” Cece shrugged. “Interesting theory, though, regardless. It makes me want to see what the others have to say.”

I grinned. “Patience, young detective. Weren’t you the one who was telling me we need to drag this investigation out for as long as possible?”

“Absolutely.” She mirrored my smile. “But I can’t lie—I’m loving this work. This might be the first time in my life that I’ve actually stepped out of bed with a smile just because I’m looking forward to the workday.”

It was a pretty surprising admission from someone who had turned dodging work into an art form, and I could certainly relate. That was how I felt about helping out with the detective work when Ethan was still on board and in charge of security.

Now, though… well, it wasn’t the same without Ethan, that was for sure.

“Come on,” I said, standing up nearly as abruptly as Benny had. “Let’s get out of here. I need some fresh air.”

Fresh air and some time away from my own thoughts. That was what I really needed.

Oh, and more cake. I definitely needed more cake.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Inever got a chance to make it back to the buffet for more cake, but I did get the next best thing: an invitation to the reservation-only, dress-and-suit-required, culinary award-winning steakhouse on board the ship.

Steak and wine with good friends after a long day of sleuthing? Yes, please.

The only downside that I hadn’t considered until we were all sitting around the table was that I was the only one without a date.

There was Ryan and Cece, of course. And Sam was with Brad, who had canceled his night-owl session of water aerobics to be with her.

And… me.

“How has Ethan been?” Dr. Ryan asked as if he’d been reading my thoughts. “I’ve heard the captain training can be pretty intense.”

“That’s probably a good word for it.” I smiled, taking a sip of my wine. “He seems to be enjoying it, though. Ethan has always loved a challenge. Plus, he’s been staying busy trying to solve that—” I caught myself and cleared my throat. “That other thing he was working on before he left the ship.”

Ugh, the last thing I wanted to talk about on a night like this was the kidnapping case. Not that there was much to talk about anyway. Ethan hadn’t made much progress with it since he’d been stuck at the corporate headquarters, and I’d been too busy with my day-to-day duties on the ship to even think about it most days.

I just hoped they wouldn’t press me on my little slip-up.

“You’ll have to tell him we all say hello,” Sam said with a knowing smile. “And that we all miss having him on board.”

At least I could always count on Sam to have my back and bail me out of a sticky situation—even when that situation involved extracting my own foot from my mouth.

“I’ll tell him.” I nodded. “I’m sure he misses all of you, too.”

Cece rubbed her hands together mischievously as she looked at me from across the table. “You should get a temporary boyfriend now that Ethan has to be away for so long. He would understand—especially if it was just someone you could flirt with, you know?”

I blinked.

First, I was pretty sure he would absolutely not understand. But second…

“No,” I said, then laughed because seriously? “I can’t even imagine having some other boyfriend on the side. Or that Ethan would be fine with that.”

She shrugged. “I’m just saying it would be fun to have a dancing partner or a dinner date every once in a while. Like tonight, for instance.”

“I have all of you with me tonight.” I forced a smile even though she was sort of echoing the same thoughts I’d had just a few minutes earlier.

But the difference was that I’d been missing my current, actual boyfriend.

Ethan.

Not some temporary substitute, as if that was even a thing people did. “Thanks for thinking of me, though.” I winked. “But I’m afraid I’ll have to pass on that one.”

“Can’t blame you.” Dr. Ryan nodded, giving Cece a curious look. “I wouldn’t be okay with that sort of arrangement, either.”

“Same here,” Brad added. “I think it’s nice that the two of you are still staying together even though you might have to be apart for months at a time.”

“It does seem sort of romantic, doesn’t it?” Sam smiled. “You’re here on this ship while your man is about to become a captain on possibly a different ship… Sounds like the beginning of one of those movies that are on the Hallmark channel.”

I snorted. “It feels a little less romantic in real life, I can assure you. But yes, I’m glad we’re making it work. And speaking of work…” I looked over to Dr. Ryan in a not-very-subtle attempt to change the subject. “I know you’ve had to deal with a lot in the past couple of days, so thank you for this dinner. It was really nice of you to invite all of us.”

He laughed. “I think we’ve all had a pretty rough couple of days. This whole thing has been a nightmare, so it just made sense to me to ask if you all wanted to join me and Cece tonight.” He smiled as he took his girlfriend’s hand. “Though I have to say, she’s been handling the investigation like a champ—or so I hear.”

I wondered if his source had been Cece herself, but I honestly couldn’t have disagreed even if he hadn’t been paying for my meal. She’d already impressed me more than once with her natural flair for detective work.

“You’ve heard correctly.” I nodded as Cece beamed. “I’ll have to make sure Alan and Kelly understand what an asset she’s been.”

“Aw, you’re too nice,” Cece said, actually blushing a little. “I’ve had a great teacher.”

I raised my wine glass. “Cheers—and here’s to hoping our part in the investigation will be over sooner rather than later.”

Everyone else raised their glasses to drink to that, even Cece. I couldn’t help but notice that she’d been a little less enthusiastic about the prospect of ending the investigation, though.

Surely, she had to realize that our little vacation from our normal jobs wasn’t going to last forever. As far as I was concerned, it couldn’t end quickly enough.

We had a couple more people to interview before that could happen, even if we were distressingly short on motives or suspects.

But that wasn’t a problem to be solved over dinner. Dr. Ryan wanted an escape from the madness, not an extension of it. There would be plenty of time for interviewing magicians and hunting down leads after we’d finished eating our steaks.

Starting with Lucky Laura Filipelli, whose show had been scheduled for right after dinner.
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From the beginning of Lucky Laura’s show, I could tell she had set it up completely differently from Milly’s. It was slick and polished like Milly’s, with a video montage and some high-speed techno music playing in the background, but there wasn’t any of the smoke or fire. No explosions or big, elaborate props.

She even came down and shook hands with the VIP guests in the front row, giving those of us in the second row a good look at her face (and her low-cut dress) and how she interacted with her audience.

“No tears or confusion tonight, hm?” Cece nudged me as Laura passed by in front of us. “Guess that sedative Ryan gave her worked wonders.”

I smiled, wondering if her words had been tinged with just a little bit of jealousy. Lucky Laura used her good looks to great effect instead of pyrotechnics. And if the drooling men in the audience were any indication, her schtick was working.

“It wouldn’t be very entertaining if she got up there and started crying, would it? She seems more professional than that.”

Sam leaned in on the other side of me. “Did I miss some gossip? What did she do?”

“Nothing important.” I shook my head. “But Laura apparently took Beau’s death pretty hard.”

Sam’s brow furrowed, no doubt thinking the same thing Cece and I had asked. Why?

Sure, it was sad news. Even I had been upset to learn of his death—and I saw it happen right in front of my eyes. But none of us had cried, at least not to my knowledge. And certainly not to the point that we’d needed medical attention.

“Understandable, I guess,” was all Sam said.

I nodded even though I honestly hadn’t understood it at all when we’d seen Laura looking so disheveled and distressed in the sickbay.

Laura’s loud, chipper voice got our attention as she finished shaking hands with the front row and stood next to the stairs that led up to the stage. “Thank you so much for that warm welcome, ladies and gentlemen. I can’t tell you how excited I am to be a part of the star-studded lineup of magicians, illusionists, and escape artists on this cruise. I hope you’ll all enjoy the shows we’ve put together for you. But… a few of you seem to have lost some items.”

As she spoke, she held up her hands. They were full of wallets, and half a dozen watches circled her arms. Keys jingled… and she even had rings on every finger, some that fit and some that clearly didn’t.

The audience members in the row in front of us started patting down their pockets and gasping. “Hey!” one of them shouted. “That’s our stuff!”

“Oh, wow,” Cece’s mouth dropped open. “She took their things from right under their noses. Okay, that was impressive.”

Some of the VIP guests in the front row seemed less impressed, though. Laura just laughed and walked back along the row, handing back the pieces she’d lifted from them. “It’s a good thing I was here to find these things when you dropped them,” she joked, still laughing. “Some of you should be more careful with your valuables. You never know who you’re sitting next to…”

Cece and Sam both turned to me and gave me a questioning, up-and-down look. “Really?” I snorted. “Believe me, if I had any hidden talents like that, I wouldn’t be doing social media on a cruise ship.”

Well… maybe. I did like my job, on the rare occasions when I actually got to do it for an entire trip.

“I was just thinking of my keycard,” Cece mused. “Did I lose it before or after we saw Laura?”

“I can’t remember for sure, but do you think she really could have taken it? She was probably ten or fifteen feet away from us when we saw her down by Dr. Ryan’s office.”

Cece just shrugged. “I’m not saying she took it for sure. I’m just saying I’d believe almost anything after what we just saw.”

She had a point. It wasn’t completely implausible to think that Laura had somehow gotten close enough to swipe whatever she’d wanted while we weren’t paying attention—if not in the sickbay then somewhere else on the ship. But why? What would she want with Cece’s keycard?

Then again, if people started reporting a bunch of valuables missing from their staterooms, I knew where to start looking first.

A man in front of us turned around, his stern expression making me immediately feel guilty for talking during the show. He didn’t scold us, though. “She really is something, isn’t she?” His scowl broke into a small smile. “Sorry, but I couldn’t help overhearing when you said Lucky Laura seemed so upset about the young man who died last night. I think I know why.”

“You have my complete attention,” I said, not even joking a little bit. “Did you see something related to the man—to Beau Bourbon’s—death?”

“Oh, no, nothing like that.” He shook his head so emphatically that a little strand of hair that he’d combed over started flopping around. “Just that I saw them together a couple of hours before the show. A couple of hours before he died, that is.”

Cece and I looked at each other. “Like… talking together?” Cece asked.

The man’s comb-over flopped back and forth again. “No, like together together. As a couple.”

“A couple?” I repeated, my mouth dropping open to match Cece’s expression. “Are you sure about that?”

“Would you swear to it in court? Hand on a bible?” Cece asked, which was probably a bit extreme. Maybe not, though, if he actually had seen something important.

“Well, I…” The man looked slightly taken aback by the intensity of Cece’s question but finally nodded. “Gee, that’s kind of extreme. But yes, I think I would be willing to say it under oath. They looked like a couple—cuddling and whispering and kissing like any young couple would do.”

“Thank you for the information,” I said, taking my trusty little notepad from my purse. “We won’t keep you from the show any longer.”

The man nodded and turned back toward the stage, leaving Cece and me sitting there staring at each other in shock.

“You know what this means,” Cece said. It wasn’t a question, though. “She could have something to do with his death.”

My own mind was racing, but I didn’t want to say anything until after we’d gathered some more information. “We shouldn’t speculate about that,” I cautioned. “But we will need to follow up with Laura after the show.”

It might have been nothing at all. She might have been completely innocent. But if Laura and Beau really had been a couple, and if she’d been one of the last people—other than Milly and about fifteen hundred audience members, of course—to see him alive, then that was information we needed to include in our report.

I settled back in my seat and turned my attention back up to Laura on the stage. If nothing else, I wanted to enjoy the rest of the show.

Because the remainder of the night was likely to be long and tedious.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Tracking Laura down after her show was easier than I’d imagined since she headed straight from her dressing room to the Hemingway Bar up by the lagoon pool.

“Hey, ladies,” she greeted us warmly enough with a raised glass as we approached her at the bar. Laura still wore her slinky dress, a slit all the way up one side. It drew a lot of male attention. No wonder she could pick pockets. Talk about misdirection.

“Didn’t I just see the two of you at my show?”

“You did,” I nodded. “We really enjoyed it.”

“The dance was my favorite. When you kept handing the guy his keys and wallet over and over. Really funny,” I said.

“I thought it was pretty cool how you picked all of those people’s pockets without any of them noticing,” Cece added. “I had my eyes on you the entire time and didn’t suspect a thing.”

Laura smiled. “That’s why it’s called magic. But I’m glad you both liked the show. I’ve put a ton of work into it, so I feel like a proud mama now that I get to share it with the world.”

“Well,” I said. “You definitely deserve to be proud. It really was great. Do you have a couple minutes to talk? There’s something we would like to discuss with you.”

“Sure.” She shrugged. “I’m just here unwinding with a drink or two before bed. You’re both welcome to grab a couple of cocktails and join me over there in that booth.” She gestured toward a corner table and started walking over to it as if we were just expected to follow like little puppies.

A few of the guys in the bar looked like they wanted to follow her around. Laura had a nice shape and long legs, and she wasn’t afraid to use them.

But Cece and I were doing the following for now. At the bar, Cece ordered something fruity with rum and ordered me the usual—an orange juice, plain and on the rocks.

“Thanks for letting us take up some of your evening,” I said once we sat down across from her in the corner booth. “I know this is probably time you like to spend alone and quiet.”

“At least since Beau’s death, I’d imagine,” Cece added with impeccable timing.

The effect was immediate but not surprising. Laura’s eyes went wide, and then her expression—her whole demeanor, really—turned noticeably cooler.

She took a long sip of her drink, side-eyeing Cece the whole time. “All I’ll say is that I’m sure we were all upset by Beau Bourbon’s death. He seemed like a nice guy. I don’t know what else you might have been implying, so I’ll just stop there.”

“So you’re saying you don’t have a personal relationship with Beau Bourbon?” I asked, just to be perfectly clear about what we were implying. “Because we’ve heard something different.”

“Then whoever you’ve heard that from was sadly mistaken.” She pushed her nearly empty drink to the side and frowned. “On second thought, I think I would rather be alone right now. I’m sure you can understand.” She gave us a pointed look that was almost as menacing as it was dismissive. “And anyway, the person you really need to speak with is over there.”

Cece and I turned back over our shoulders to look up at the bar. “Harry Yudini?” Cece asked. “Why would we want to talk to him?”

But Laura had already turned in her seat to face the pool and was clearly finished talking to us.

“Come on.” I nudged Cece. “Might as well at least say hi to him while we’re all here.”

I was annoyed that Laura had given us the cold shoulder after acting so friendly before, but it wasn’t like I could force her to talk. Still, it seemed like she’d clearly been hiding something from us.

“Does she not remember seeing us in the sickbay?” Cece said. Then she shrugged and answered her own question. “She was kinda out of it, huh?”

As we approached Harry, I remembered seeing him out on the deck with Laura that first night of the cruise. Hadn’t they both been bad-mouthing Milly at the time? But I couldn’t really remember if either of them had mentioned Beau.

Cece flagged down Yudini at the bar, and I was happy to sit back and let her take the lead with him.

“Hey, there,” Harry Yudini welcomed us with a smile. “It’s Addi, right? And…”

“Cece.” She shook his hand. “Addi and I are hoping you can help us with something important.”

“Sure,” He nodded. “I’ll do what I can. What’s up?”

She looked over at me, and I nodded. “Well,” she began. “Do you know anything about Beau Bourbon? Or Mastermind Milly?”

Harry’s eyes narrowed as he glanced from her to me and back again. “Who put you up to this? Why are you asking me questions about Milly and Beau? I don’t know anything about them.”

Maybe he’d had the same thing to drink as his friend Laura. They sure had reacted in similarly hostile and suspicious ways to a simple question.

Though, to be fair, we might have been a little more confrontational with Laura. Still, I wasn’t really expecting that sort of reaction from Harry.

“You seemed to have plenty to say about Milly the other night,” I reminded him. “Out on the deck? With Laura?”

He glared at me for several long seconds. “I don’t remember that at all.”

“No? You seemed pretty annoyed. You’re sure you can’t remember any of that?” I wasn’t really trying to make him angry, but I also didn’t enjoy being lied to. And while I couldn’t remember exactly what he’d said that night, I could still remember his tone very well.

What had changed between that night and this one?

“Listen…” He held up his hands as he started to move past us. “I didn’t agree to this sort of interrogation. I thought you actually needed help with something, and now you’re trying to… to ambush me with these crazy accusations, and I’m not going to put up with it!”

He stormed off, leaving his nearly full drink still sitting at the bar between me and Cece. “Wow,” she blinked as she watched him walk away. “I wasn’t expecting all of that. We weren’t even accusing him of anything.”

“No, we weren’t. Makes me wonder if he has a guilty conscience.”

“Sure sounded guilty to me,” she nodded. “But then so did Laura.”

“Maybe they know something. They were both clearly lying to us, but why? I can’t imagine they’re trying to protect Milly’s reputation in all of this, so the lies just don’t make sense to me.”

Nothing about Beau’s death made sense to me, though. And the more people we talked to, the less sense it all made. It felt like every magician on board had something to hide and they clearly didn’t even trust each other—much less a couple of cruise line employees who weren’t shy about asking uncomfortable questions.

“What are we going to do now?” Cece asked. “I don’t think either of them is going to tell us much more tonight.”

“No, I think they’ve made it pretty clear they don’t want to talk to us at all right now.” I shrugged. “I guess that’s all we can do tonight. Tomorrow we can… try something else.”

I just hoped she wouldn’t ask me what that something else might be because honestly, I didn’t know what our next step needed to be.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Another fitful, restless night. I’d rolled the case around in my head for hours. We had few clues. The actual MO seemed to be a straightforward smothering. Another morning waking up and wondering if we’ll ever make any progress in our investigation. Thus far, we didn’t have much.

It felt a little strange devoting nearly all of my time to investigating, but it also put extra pressure on me to get some results.

Rather than admit we’d come up against people who suddenly didn’t want to talk, I’d just been avoiding Kelly, Alan, and the captain as much as possible. Hopefully, Cece had been doing the same.

Judging by the way she’d been smiling and whistling to herself when she met me in the crew mess hall for breakfast and coffee, she certainly hadn’t lost any sleep over our lack of progress.

As she sat down across from me, she gave me a startled look. “Did you stay out late last night partying or something?”

“No…” I touched my hair self-consciously. Had I forgotten to pull it back after I showered? But no, it felt exactly like it should have. And I was dressed in my uniform, just like always. “When have you ever known me to stay out late partying? I was up late enough chasing down Laura and Harry with you, remember?”

“That’s what I thought.” She shrugged. “But you’re looking pretty rough this morning—no offense.”

Ugh, why did people always feel compelled to say the most offensive thing possible and then follow it up with “no offense,” as if that made it all better?

Why had I agreed to meet her at all before I’d had at least two or three cups of coffee first?

“None taken,” I lied, eyeing her over the rim of my coffee mug. “And no, I haven’t been partying at all. It’s called lack of sleep because of stress, if you must know.”

“You sure are grouchy in the morning,” she said under her breath as if I wasn’t sitting literally two feet away from her. “Why are you so stressed, anyway? I slept like a baby last night.”

“Why do you think?” I snapped then took a deep breath and a big drink of coffee. “Okay, sorry. Maybe I am a little irritable this morning, but it’s definitely not your fault. I just wish we were making better progress on this case.”

“Oh, yeah.” She nodded. “I do, too. But it isn’t like we can force a confession out of these people. If Laura and Harry Yudini—why does he call himself that anyway?—if they don’t want to talk about Beau or Milly, we can’t force them… can we?”

“No.” I shook my head emphatically before she could get any ideas. “We can’t force them to do anything. And you don’t get the reference in his last name? Harry Yu? Yudini? Because he’s an escape artist…” It was like talking to a brick wall. Her expression couldn’t have possibly been more blank or less interested. “Never mind. I’m sure his intended audience gets it.”

She shrugged. “Maybe he needs to broaden his audience—cast a wider net, you know?”

I didn’t care enough—or have enough patience—to educate her about the history of magic and why that reference was actually a perfect play on his last name and pretty great branding. Could she have listened even less to Dangerous Dan’s lectures than I had?

But misguided branding was Harry’s problem, and I wasn’t inclined to do him any favors after the way he’d acted last night.

“Anyway,” I said, trying to move the conversation away from all of that and toward something a little more productive. “I think we should talk to Milly again.”

She groaned. “We’ve already talked to her, though. I hate backtracking. Surely, Milly’s not to blame.”

“I hate it, too, but I think we need to consider it.” I took another drink of coffee and reminded myself that Cece and I were working as a team, so her opinion was just as valid as mine. Mostly. But I also felt like I was right about needing to talk with Milly again. “If Laura and Harry won’t talk to us, that’s fine. Like you said, we can’t force them, right?”

She hesitated, and I could tell from the way she was looking at me that she didn’t really want to listen to my reasons or my logic. “Right…”

“And since we can’t get the information from them, why don’t we just go straight to the source? Instead of asking them about Milly, we’ll ask Milly about them.”

Cece cocked her head to the side as she considered my words then slowly nodded. “Okay, that does actually make a lot of sense. I guess we could give it a try.”

I smiled. That was easier than I thought it would be. She really must be enjoying our amateur detective work if she was willing to compromise so easily.

She probably realized that the alternative would mean going back to her day job in IT. And unlike me, Cece didn’t seem to be in any hurry to go back to the way things were before the investigation.

“Okay.” I took the last sip of coffee from my cup and nodded, already feeling more energized after our not-too-difficult discussion. “Should we go now? Just to get it out of the way, I mean.”

“Yeah, that works for me. I’d rather get it over with sooner rather than later.”

And again, we seem to be on the same wavelength. Normally that might be a concerning thought for me—and no doubt for her, too—but today it felt good. It felt like we might actually be able to make up some of the progress we’d been lacking.
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“Milly?” I knocked on the door to her suite. “Can we talk to you for a few minutes, please?”

Two full minutes passed, and I raised my hand to knock again, but then I finally heard some movement on the other side of the door.

“You can talk all you want,” Milly called back. “But I guess we’ll have to keep shouting like this, since you’ve made it so I can’t even open my own door.”

Oh, right.

I’d forgotten about that tiny detail. I looked over at Cece, but she just shrugged. “I can’t find my keycard, remember?”

And that was one more detail that had slipped my mind. Regardless, we couldn’t keep standing out in the corridor and shouting questions through the door for the next half-hour.

“Sorry,” I called out. “What I meant to say was that we need to talk to you in a few minutes. I just wanted to give you some advance notice. Can we bring you anything when we come back?”

“An espresso,” was all she said, followed by a very delayed, “Please.”

Cece looked at me as we walked away. “What are we going to do now? Ask Alan to unlock her door?”

I made a face. “I don’t want to ask him anything until we’re ready to file our report. But I have another idea. Can you go get the espresso and meet me back here in five minutes?”

Her brow furrowed but she didn’t argue. “Sure, I guess…”

“Perfect. See you in a few.”

Minutes later, we met back up outside Milly’s door. Cece was carrying the cutest, tiniest to-go cup of espresso I’d ever seen, and I was carrying a keycard.

“Where did you get that?” she asked.

I shrugged even though I knew she would expect a better answer than that. “I’ve had it since the start of this cruise. It’s only for emergencies, though.”

The truth was that Ethan had given it to me for emergency use, despite my insisting that I didn’t need it, before this cruise started.

“You should give it to me when we’re done here,” Cece said. “So I don’t have to go and ask for another one.”

Yeah, no. That wasn’t going to happen.

“I would if I could, but I’m still responsible for this one. It wouldn’t do any good for me to give this card to you if I still have to eventually explain where it is.”

It was a valid argument, and I was pretty proud of myself for coming up with it off the top of my head like that. Even Cece couldn’t seem to find a flaw in my logic. She simply sighed and nodded toward the card sensor on the door. “Go ahead, then. Let’s get this over with.”

“Milly, we’re coming in,” I knocked one more time out of courtesy before swiping my card and finally opening the door. “Milly?” I called out quietly once we were inside. “We brought the espresso you asked for…”

“Good,” she called from her sitting area. “I guess I can talk to you for a few minutes.”

Cece walked over and handed her the drink, then we both sat down on the sofa opposite the chair Milly had curled up in.

“I appreciate you letting us in for a bit,” I said, offering a friendly smile and hoping for a little cooperation.

“I didn’t let you in,” she pointed out. “You let yourself in. What do you need?”

Well… she was technically cooperating. Just not very happily. Not that I could really blame her. I would have been more than a little irritated to be locked inside my cabin for days on end, even if it had been a big, luxurious suite like Milly’s.

Then again, I’d always tried to avoid killing anyone in front of a large live audience. That was apparently where Milly and I differed.

“How well do you know Harry Yudini?” I asked, deciding that no amount of beating around the bush would make her any more likely to talk.

She made a dismissive gesture as she stared intently into her cup of espresso. “I know him well enough. Why do you ask?”

“Did you have some kind of relationship with him?” Cece asked before I could say anything else.

Milly looked up at her and gasped. “Absolutely not! He was my assistant and nothing more. Why? Is that what he told you?”

“No, no.” I shook my head, wanting to calm her down but also grateful that Cece had caused the outburst, since it had likely saved us several wasted minutes of questioning. “Nothing like that. He didn’t want to talk about you at all… It gave me the impression that the two of you had some kind of falling out.”

She sighed. “It’s a boring story, really. I’m sure it probably wouldn’t interest you.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d tell us anyway,” I smiled. “We’re easily entertained.”

“Maybe you can sprinkle in a couple of magic tricks to spice it up,” Cece added, though I wasn’t sure whether she was joking or serious.

With another heavy sigh and an impossibly long sip from her tiny espresso cup, she finally nodded and started to talk. “Harry was my assistant when I first started out. Before Beau.”

When she gave a half-shrug as if she’d just told the entire story, I prodded for more. “And? Did the two of you get along? Did you fire him?”

“We got along fine, but I think he basically used me to launch his own career. Anyway,” she continued. “He was always nice enough—oh, except for this one time…”

“This one time?” Cece asked. “What did he do?”

“I was trying to come up with a new, exciting twist on the old trick where you saw your assistant in half.” She looked from Cece to me. “I’m sure you’ve seen it a million times before, right? Well, I won’t bore you with all of the technical details of what I wanted to do, but Harry didn’t like it. Instead of talking it over with me, though, he tried to sabotage my whole act. He smashed my props. He cut holes in some of my outfits. I think he spread some mean rumors about me even though I wasn’t ever able to completely trace them back to him.”

“Wow,” I sat back in my chair. “That’s quite a reaction.”

“Sounds like Yudini has some anger management issues,” Cece chimed in.

“It was a high-pressure environment,” Milly said. “He just sort of snapped that day.”

“Was that when you decided to replace him with Beau?” I asked.

“No,” she said, surprising me again. “We patched things up and still worked together for a while after that. I finally had to replace him because… well, because he just wasn’t willing to go as far as Beau, you know?”

I didn’t know. I looked over at Cece, but her expression told me she didn’t know, either.

Still, I had a more important question to ask. “Do you think he might have had something against Beau? Jealousy, maybe?”

“Harry? Jealous of Beau?” She tilted her head and looked thoughtful for a moment. “I guess it’s possible. But… do you think he would actually act on those feelings?”

“That’s what we hoped to ask you,” I said. “Since you know him better than we do.”

“It’s hard to say.” She finally set her empty espresso cup on the side table and then stretched before standing up. “There was a time when I would have been shocked to think Harry might try to hurt anyone, but… times change. People change. Back in the day, I never suspected he would freak out and try to ruin my act. Live and learn.” She motioned toward the door. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, you caught me just before I was going to get in the shower.”

“Of course.” I stood up and walked with Cece back to the door. “We won’t keep you any longer.”

“Thanks for the information,” Cece waved. “We’ll let you know if we need anything else.”

“I’ll be right here waiting,” Milly deadpanned and then closed the door behind us.

“What do you think?” Cece asked as soon as we were alone again in the corridor. “About Harry, I mean.”

“It sheds some light on his attitude and maybe gives him some sort of motive to hurt Beau, but…” I shrugged. “More of a motive than anyone else? It’s hard to say. I think it might be time to at least let Alan and the captain know what we’ve heard. Maybe they’ve found something that we’ve missed.”

Cece’s shoulders slumped. “Do we have to? I’m not ready for our investigation to be over yet.”

I offered a sympathetic smile. “It can’t go on forever. And I’m not sure if this will be the end of our investigation. That isn’t for me to say.”

No matter what else happened, it was clear we needed a little help—or at least some direction. And they were the only people who could provide it.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“Are you sure we have to do this?” Cece asked as we stood outside the door in the underdecorated deck below the passenger area. I missed meeting Ethan in his office near the top of the ship. “We could just tell them we need some more time to figure things out. It wouldn’t be a lie.”

“No, it wouldn’t be a lie,” I admitted. “But would it be helpful? We’ve had time and we haven’t come up with anything useful. It won’t do us any good to keep Alan in the dark.”

I knocked on his office door before I could change my mind. Admitting that we’d come up with a bunch of loose ends wasn’t exactly the easiest thing to do, but it was the necessary thing to do.

“Come in,” Alan’s voice called from inside. “Ah, Cece and Addi. We were just talking about you.”

The captain was sitting across from Alan, but they both stood when we walked in. “Yes, ladies, please have a seat,” he said.

Cece cast a quick, nervous glance in my direction but didn’t say anything as she took one of the seats in front of Alan’s desk and I took the other. The captain moved to stand across from us next to Alan.

We hadn’t really anticipated the captain being here, but I didn’t mind. It just meant we only had to give our report once.

“Hopefully, you were saying good things about us,” Cece joked with a nervous laugh.

The captain and Alan looked like they were both forcing polite smiles as they exchanged a look. Had they been saying bad things about us?

My stomach began tying itself into knots at the thought. But why? What would they have to say, other than maybe we’d taken a little too long for the relatively few details we’d managed to come up with.

Still, that was just how investigations went sometimes, right? It didn’t mean we weren’t trying. I’d have to make it clear that we really had been working hard and had spent nearly every waking hour on the case.

I cleared my throat, sat up straight in my chair, and rolled my shoulders back. If I had to plead our case, I was going to give it my all. “I’m glad you’re both here,” I smiled, doing my best to cover up my anxiety and to keep my leg from bouncing nervously as I spoke. “Cece and I were hoping to tell you about what we’ve found out so far.”

“Yes…” The captain nodded thoughtfully. “I think that’s a good idea. Please continue.”

“Well, we’ve had a chance to talk with the magicians on board, some of them more than once. But they haven’t been very cooperative.”

“You’ve spoken with all of them?” Alan gave me a funny look. “About the young man’s death?”

“About Beau Bourbon’s death, yes.” I nodded. “That’s correct.”

Alan looked over at the captain while Cece and I exchanged another nervous glance. Why did they keep looking at each other like that?

She must have been wondering the same thing because all she did was shrug and gesture for me to keep going.

“I don’t know if you’re aware,” I said to Alan, “But Beau wasn’t very popular among the other magicians. Neither is Milly.”

“That’s right,” Cece finally chimed in. “And I think—we think—that some of them might have even had a motive to kill him.”

“They didn’t kill him, though.” Alan’s brow furrowed. “Milly did. We all saw it. It was just a horrible, unfortunate accident.”

“Surely, Milly’s not to blame,” I said. “That’s what we’re trying to determine. That’s why we wanted to give you this report today, to say that we need some direction, or at least a chance to discuss the evidence we’ve gathered so far.”

Several long, silent seconds passed by before anyone spoke. Alan kept his eyes locked onto mine while the captain looked like he would rather have been anywhere else on the ship than in that office.

I wasn’t sure whether Cece had even taken a breath over the previous minute or so.

“There are a few things I think you’re failing to recognize,” Alan began. His voice was quiet but there was no mistaking his icy tone. “First, we didn’t ask for an oral report. We need a written one. Second, there really isn’t a reason to investigate this any further. There wasn’t really a reason to investigate it at all, beyond speaking with Milly. That was the part I needed your help with.”

I took a deep breath and bit back several replies before I settled on one that wasn’t completely confrontational. “So, you want us to type up what we heard from Milly? All of our conversations with her? And only her?”

“No, not everything,” Alan answered. “I want a typed report on my desk that says what happened—that Milly accidentally killed her assistant during her show. That’s all. That’s it. Nothing more. No more questions. No more investigating.”

Even though I’d been the one who had wanted this meeting and had asked for some direction, I couldn’t help but feel like we’d been used to provide cover for a less-than-thorough investigation. We were there to take the heat off Alan since he was new in his position, and if any new evidence happened to come to light later, they could pin the lack of follow-through on us, the amateurs.

It wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t right. And thinking about it was making me more irritated with each minute that passed.

Cece apparently felt the same way because she spoke up before I could. “We’ve already done so much work, though,” she said. “We have more we could be doing. More we should be doing. Don’t you want to hear our theories about—”

“No,” Alan said simply. “We don’t. I just want the report. Just like I said.”

“Okay.” The captain cleared his throat. “I think this has been a productive meeting.” He raised a brow and looked at me. “I’m confident that we all know what we need to do now. Anything else would just cause more problems with our VIP passengers, and I know none of us wants that to happen.”

I was ready to leave Alan’s office. I had even started to move from my seat. But something the captain said made me freeze in place. “More problems?” I tilted my head to the side as I mulled his words over again in my head. “May I ask which problems in particular you were referring to, sir?”

He sighed as if he’d hoped not to go into detail but then gestured toward Alan.

“Yes,” Alan picked up where the captain had left off. “We have some surveillance footage from last night at the Hemingway bar.”

He picked up a small remote from his desk and pointed it at a bank of monitors on the far wall. On one of them, we saw the end of our conversation with Harry Yudini from the night before playing out. It was impossible to see or hear what any of us was saying, but there was no mistaking Harry’s angry expression or the way he’d dramatically stormed off, leaving his drink behind.

“Now watch the next monitor,” Alan pointed. “This picks up shortly after what we just saw.”

The footage showed Harry rushing up to Laura and throwing his hands in the air. Again, we couldn’t see or hear what was being said, but their body language spoke volumes. Laura’s hands were on her hips, and Harry’s finger was pointing and wagging precariously close to her face.

“See what your questions caused?” Alan gave me and Cece a pointed look. “We don’t need another episode like that—especially not in front of the rest of our passengers.”

“We didn’t start that fight,” Cece insisted, crossing her arms. “If I had started a fight, you would have already heard all about it.”

Alan sighed and plucked a piece of paper from his desk. “This is a statement from someone who witnessed the argument. Harry Yudini shouted, ‘I know what you did, Laura! I’m going to tell those women everything!’ and Laura yelled back something to the effect of, ‘Don’t you dare! Don’t you dare!’”

He set the paper aside again and then folded his arms to mirror Cece’s posture. “Seems like we’ve already heard all about it.”

“Okay, thank you,” I said, standing up and pulling Cece with me before she decided to start another fight right then and there. “We understand what you’re saying now. We’ll get back to work.”

“Thank you, Addi.” The captain smiled, clearly relieved. “I knew you’d do the right thing once you understood the situation.”

I returned his smile as we walked out of Alan’s office. “Yes, sir. I definitely want to do the right thing.”

Which probably meant disobeying direct orders from our new head of security.
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Cece and I had been walking around the Grand Atrium getting some air and venting about our meeting with Alan and the captain for at least twenty minutes, and I still hadn’t made up my mind whether to stay quiet and do what I’d been told or to take a stand—even if it ended up being a mostly silent stand—and do what I thought needed to be done.

On one hand, insubordination on a cruise ship was taken pretty seriously. The ship functioned as a small city, and the safety of thousands of passengers and hundreds of crew depended on everyone following orders.

It wasn’t a democracy, and the captain always had the final say.

But on the other hand… I just felt like there was more to the story than an accidental, tragic death. And if there was more to it, surely we had an obligation to find out the truth, right?

If there really wasn’t anything to hide, why had all of the people we’d interviewed been so evasive? Some of them had even outright lied to us.

Cece’s phone chirped from inside her purse, startling both of us and making me push my thoughts aside while she fished it out and read the text she’d just been sent. “It’s from Ryan. He wants us to go see him in his office.”

“When?”

“Now, I guess.” She jerked her thumb toward the elevator. “Come on. It’ll give us something to do besides walking around and being grouchy.”

I couldn’t argue with her on that one. And if Ryan was asking for both of us, it had to be something important.

A few minutes later, we were knocking on his office door near the sickbay. “Ryan?” Cece called. “It’s us. Are you there?”

“Come on in,” he answered, smiling as we walked through the door. His greeting was a welcome change from the meeting we’d had earlier, but I still wasn’t sure what he wanted with both of us at the same time. “Go ahead and have a seat if you’d like. Just move those papers out of the way. I have some news I think the two of you might find interesting.”

“News about Beau?” Cece asked, wide-eyed.

“That’s right. When I did a more thorough examination of the corpse, I found injection marks on his skin but nothing to indicate he was a habitual drug user or a diabetic.”

I blinked and waited for him to continue, but he just looked at me and Cece with that same smile as if he’d just dropped a huge bombshell on us.

“What does that mean?” Cece asked, thankfully saving me the trouble, since I had absolutely no idea either. “So, he didn’t use drugs? That’s good, but I don’t see how it’s helpful.”

“The marks were fresh,” he continued, his smile slipping a bit when we didn’t automatically share his enthusiasm. I think we would have if we had any idea what he was talking about.

“So, there’s a possibility that he killed himself with some kind of injection before or during the show. We won’t know for sure what the substance was until we get the toxicology reports back but…” Ryan shrugged. “He definitely injected something. Hard to say what.”

“Steroids? The guy was ripped,” Cece said. Then caught herself. “You know. Showbiz.”

“He injected himself? Could someone else have done it?” I asked.

“Not out of the question.” Dr. Ryan shrugged.

“Oh, wow…” I nodded as the importance of the information finally sunk in. “That could completely change the dynamics of the investigation.”

“Exactly,” Ryan said. “That’s why I called you both down here as soon as I found those marks.”

“Thank you, Dr. Ryan,” I said, already moving toward the door. “I hope you don’t mind if I leave to get started checking this out right away.”

“By all means.” He gestured toward the door. “And I have to say, I’m leaning more toward an overdose than a lack of oxygen.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“No petechial hemorrhages.” He pointed to his eyes. “If you’re fighting for air, straining, you rupture little blood vessels in your eyes. I saw none of that. It might not be definitive, but when you add the injection marks…”

Cece bounced around his desk to give him a peck on the cheek. She was clearly feeling as energized as I was about the revelation. Which was good, since I still wanted her help for what I had in mind.

“I’m going with Addi,” she said, “but thank you! You’ve helped us out so much already.”

He returned a kiss goodbye, and we walked out of his office, closing the door behind us. She looked at me and grinned. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

I couldn’t help but smile a little myself as I nodded. “Yeah, I think I am. The investigation is back on.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“Ithink we need to start with Beau’s cabin,” Cece said, keeping her voice uncharacteristically quiet as we rode the elevator back up to the atrium. “With this new information, I think we sort of have to check if it could help clear Milly.”

“Good,” I nodded. “Because that’s exactly what I was thinking, too. Scary how much we’re starting to think alike.”

“Isn’t it?” She grinned. “I’m not sure which of us should be more worried.”

I had to laugh because she was absolutely right about that. Even though Cece and I had been friends before—and still had plenty of differences between us, for sure—I felt like the one benefit of the investigation so far was that she and I had become even closer.

I trusted her more than I ever would have before, and I hoped she felt the same way about me.

“We just need to make a quick stop at my room,” I said. “And then we can be on our way.”

When she gave me a questioning look, I mouthed the words, “Secret keycard.”

“Oh, right.” She nodded. “Yeah, we’ll definitely need that.”

“It’s only supposed to be for emergencies, but I think this still counts, don’t you?”

“If this isn’t an emergency, I don’t know what is.” She raised a brow as we made the short walk to my room. “I could stop at the duty-free shop and get us some emergency rum, too. It could be considered medicinal after the morning we’ve had.”

I gave her a stern look even though I really wanted to laugh again. And I couldn’t fault her for trying, since that meeting with Alan and the captain really had started our day out on the wrong foot.

Things were starting to look up, though, and we were still on the clock, no matter how tempting a little rum might have been.

“Let’s just stick with the keycard and checking out Beau’s room for now,” I answered. “We can always have some non-emergency celebratory rum later tonight if the rest of the day goes well.”

“Boring.” She sighed but stayed by my side instead of detouring to the duty-free shop, so that felt like a win.

After a quick detour to my room and then a long walk back across the ship and up several decks, we were finally standing in front of Beau’s door.

I hesitated for a moment, knowing that once we were inside his room, there was no going back. We would be disobeying direct orders from the captain and Alan, and there would be consequences if word got out.

Serious consequences that I wasn’t ready to fully consider.

“Go on,” Cece nudged me. “Let’s get in there before anyone catches us standing here.”

It was the last-minute push I needed to swipe my emergency keycard and push the door open.

The room smelled musty from being closed up for several days, and there was laundry scattered on the floor—no shirts, though, unsurprisingly—but no signs of a struggle or anything really out of place.

It just looked like a single guy’s room. Like he’d just stepped out for a few minutes.

Cece grimaced. “You can tell housekeeping has been told to stay out of here.” She kicked a pair of shiny leather pants out of the way. “Seems like Beau was kind of a slob…”

“Especially considering that he was only alive for the first couple of days that we were at sea.”

“So, what are we looking for again?” Cece stood in the middle of the room with that same grimace. “This mess is really making the housekeeper inside of me twitch.”

I laughed. “I’m not even a housekeeper and it’s making me twitch. But we need to see if we can find needles or medication… things like that.”

“Oh, in that case, I’m glad I brought these.” She pulled some blue latex housekeeping gloves from her pocket. “I always carry them. Just habit after all this time having to change them out between cleaning rooms.”

“Good call,” I nodded. “We don’t want to leave any prints behind, and I was feeling a little squeamish about possibly handling a needle with my bare hands.”

We put our gloves on, and Cece immediately went to work going through the drawers while I stepped into the bathroom.

It only took a moment to find the little bag that contained Beau’s shaving kit—razors, the strong aftershave he doused himself with, baby oil, and a pack of needles. “Bingo!” I called out. “I think I found what we’re looking for.”

I pulled out the needles and a small bottle labeled “DMT” and set them on the counter while I finished going through the small bag.

“I found something, too.” Cece showed up in the bathroom doorway dangling a delicate gold bracelet between her fingers.

Without knowing Beau’s taste in jewelry, I couldn’t be sure that it wasn’t his. But it probably wouldn’t have even fit around his wrist and would have looked awfully out of place even if it had.

“Is that a woman’s bracelet?” I squinted as I tried to make out the little charms that were hanging from it. “Are those letters?”

“They sure are. There’s an ‘L’ and an ‘F’ here side by side.”

“What does ‘LF’ stand for, though?” I paused to try and think of it, then sucked in a sharp breath as the name hit me. “Laura.”

Cece grinned. “Laura Filipelli.”

My irritation with Laura flared up all over again. “After all the fuss she made pretending like she wasn’t interested in him? Lying to us and then getting us in trouble? I knew she had a thing for him. Why wouldn’t she just admit it?”

“I think she’ll have to now,” Cece said. “Should we hold onto the bracelet? Don’t forget, the guy at the magic show saw them being all cozy. Maybe if we show her the bracelet?”

Unfortunately, there were no cameras on the VIP decks. Other than the witness, we couldn’t prove the two of them were together. “No, we’ll leave it. But I think we need to take this little bottle as evidence. And to find out what’s in it.”

“Yeah,” Cece peered down at the small bottle. “What is DMT, anyway?”

“I’m not sure, but it’ll be easy enough to find out. There’s a chance that it’s something legit that I just haven’t heard of before, but it isn’t insulin.”

“I wonder why he was injecting it, though,” she mused out loud as we left the bathroom and continued poking through Beau’s possessions. “He didn’t seem suicidal—not that you can always tell, of course. But I just don’t understand why he did it.”

“Could be anything.” I shrugged. “Maybe he thought he was taking one thing, but someone switched the bottles, and he accidentally overdosed on something else. Or maybe, like you said, he really was suicidal but nobody knew. Or it could be a kind of steroid.” I slipped the bottle into my pocket and then looked at her. “One thing is for sure, though. We have to talk to Laura again.”

“And Yudini,” she added. “I want to know what he and Laura were fighting about—especially since you and I caught the blame for it.”

Since Harry and Laura were unlikely to voluntarily talk to us after our last encounter, we needed to find a way to corner them again. Which meant we needed to find out where they were going to be.

“It looks like there’s an itinerary there on his dresser,” I pointed. “Let’s check and see when they’re doing workshops.”

She nodded and picked up the paper then lit up with a grin. “Looks like Harry is doing a contortion workshop right now, but Laura just finished hers a little while ago.”

“Perfect,” I said. “We’ll start with Laura.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Since we were already on a VIP deck when we left Beau’s room, we decided to start there in our search for Laura.

“Did we time this perfectly or what?” Cece whispered as we stepped out of the elevator. “That’s her, isn’t it? Coming this way?”

I looked down the corridor and there she was, walking straight toward us.

“This might be our lucky day.” I nodded, waving to get Laura’s attention.

Just as I waved though, she made eye contact with me and abruptly turned on her heel to start walking in the opposite direction.

“Is she seriously going to try and get away from us?” Cece huffed as we both started walking faster. “As if we aren’t going to see her go right back into her room?”

As ridiculous as it seemed, it looked as though that was exactly what Laura had in mind as she hurried back to her door and frantically started rummaging through her purse.

“I can call the guest services desk if you’ve lost your keycard,” I said in the most polite, cheerful tone I could muster once we were within earshot. “Or housekeeping if you just need to be let in…”

Laura turned and glared at us over her shoulder. “What do you want? I thought I made it clear that I don’t want to talk to either of you.”

“You did,” Cece agreed, perfectly mimicking my sing-song tone and smile. “But we still want to talk to you.”

She finally found her keycard and swiped it to open her door. “I’m not interested.” She started to close the door in our faces, but I stepped forward to keep it held open with my foot.

“I’m sorry you feel that way.” I sighed, pretending like she wasn’t actually crushing my foot against the door frame. “Because we’re talking to Harry Yudini next, and I think he might have quite a lot to say to us.”

Her eyes went wide at the thinly veiled threat, but at least she stopped trying to pulverize my foot for a moment. “He won’t say anything about me.”

Laura’s words might have been bold, but her expression told a completely different story. And her tone wasn’t nearly as confident as it had been just a minute before.

“Maybe he won’t.” I shrugged. “But maybe he will. He sure seemed awfully angry last night, and angry people tend to do unpredictable things.”

Her eyes narrowed, and I knew at that moment that Cece and I had won. A split second later, she opened the door a little wider, allowing me to move my most likely bruised foot.

“I’ll talk to you for five minutes,” she grumbled as she stepped aside to let us into her suite. “But only if you’ll promise not to listen to anything that he might say.”

“Sure,” Cece spoke up before I even had a chance to think about answering. “We can promise if it’s really that important to you.”

We followed her into the sitting area and each took a chair while Laura draped herself across the sofa.

“Yudini hates Milly,” she said, looking around nervously even though there wasn’t anyone else in the room. “Hates her. And he hated Beau, too. He hasn’t even really made it a secret—he’s always talking bad about them and how they robbed him of his future… stuff like that.”

Cece and I exchanged a quick glance. The information she’d given us wasn’t anything new. She was right that Harry hadn’t made his dislike of Milly or Beau a secret, but that supposed revelation still didn’t explain her strange behavior or her reluctance to have a conversation with us.

“I wonder if Beau’s drug use had anything to do with Harry’s animosity.” I said it in such a casual way that both Cece and Laura gasped at the same time. “Just speculation, of course, but there was evidence of drug use in Beau’s room.”

Laura frowned. “That doesn’t seem like Beau, but then again I hardly knew him. It would be a shame if he really was using drugs.”

“That isn’t all we found,” I said, nodding to Cece.

“There was a piece of jewelry with your initials sitting on his dresser.” Cece raised a brow. “Pretty strange since you barely knew each other.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Laura stood up abruptly. “That bracelet isn’t mine. There’s no way I left—”

Her mouth closed with an audible snap as she sunk back down into her chair.

“No way you left it behind?” I finished for her.

“And we didn’t specify that it was a bracelet,” Cece added even though it was pretty obvious that Laura knew she’d been caught in her lie.

It was just a matter of waiting around to see if she would clam up completely again or if she would finally stop wasting our time and give us the information we were after.

I didn’t usually like to gamble, but I knew for sure which outcome I would have bet on.

“There wasn’t anything to it,” Laura finally said, shrugging as if all her previous dramatics hadn’t happened at all. “Beau and I had a fling. Just a fling. I’m sure you both get that, right?”

“Totally.” Cece nodded. “I totally get why you’d want to have a fling with someone like Beau.”

Well, at least one of us understood.

“Why did you spend so much time denying it?” I asked. “One of the first questions we asked you was whether you had a relationship with him—that would have been the ideal time to come clean. Instead, you’ve just made yourself seem more suspicious. You needed a sedative when he died, for Pete’s sake.”

“You’re probably right.” She sighed. “But I was embarrassed, and I’m still trying to even comprehend that he’s gone. It doesn’t seem real, and then I talk to someone—or the two of you start asking me all these questions—and it all comes rushing back.”

Cece’s expression softened, and it was clear that she obviously felt a little more forgiving than I did. There was just something about Laura’s tone—not to mention the way she kept shifting her gaze between me and Cece, as if she was trying to read our reactions—that didn’t sit quite right with me.

Maybe it was just the fact that we had already caught her lying more than once, but I was having a hard time taking everything that came out of her mouth at face value.

“But you never saw him using drugs?” I asked, circling back to the most important topic. I just wanted to know about the needles and the bottle of stuff we’d found. Everything else was beside the point, as far as I was concerned. “He never acted strangely or seemed like he might be on something whenever you were around him?”

“Nothing like that,” she shook her head. “If he was on drugs around me, he hid it really well. He was Mr. Natural, Mr. My Body is a Temple. Maybe someone planted drugs in his room?”

“Maybe,” I conceded.

Maybe the same person who planted your bracelet?

Yeah, no. I wasn’t buying it. But I also didn’t feel confident enough to accuse her of knowing more about the drugs than she was letting on. There wasn’t any question in my mind that Laura and Beau had been romantically involved, but what did that prove?

Not much, unfortunately.

“I think we’re done here,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment as I stood up. “Thank you again for your time, Laura.”

She stood up with us and started to usher me and Cece back toward the door. “So, now you won’t have to talk to Yudini, right?”

All I could do was shrug. “If you’ve told us the truth about everything, it shouldn’t matter what he has to say, should it?”

She didn’t answer, but the glare she shot me as she closed the door behind us told me everything I needed to know.

Laura Filipelli couldn’t be trusted to tell the truth about anything.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


“But why are we going back to see Milly?” Cece asked as we walked the short distance down the corridor toward the magician’s suite. “I thought we were finished with her for a while.”

“We were.” I sighed, stopping in front of Milly’s door and raising my hand to knock. “But other than Laura, who else might know about Beau’s drug use?”

“I don’t—oh. Right. I get it now.”

With Cece finally on board, I knocked. “Milly, can you open up, please?”

Surprisingly, we didn’t have to wait too long before hearing movement on the other side of the door. “You know I can’t,” she said.

Right. Duh! I dug out my keycard. Cece opened the door. It swung open to reveal Mastermind Milly standing in front of us with her hands on her hips.

She knew how to make an entrance, even if it was from inside her own room under house arrest.

“Back again so soon?” She raised a manicured brow. “I’d hate to think we’re becoming friends.”

“Don’t worry,” Cece snorted. “We aren’t.”

I nudged her and mouthed, “Be nice,” as we stepped inside. We needed Milly’s cooperation. Antagonizing her—no matter how tempting it might have been—wasn’t going to be helpful.

“Thanks for letting us in.” I smiled, taking my own advice. “Again. Cece and I have learned a few things since the last time we were here, and we’re hoping you can help us shed some light on something.”

Milly shrugged as she plopped down onto her chair. “Ask away. I’m a captive audience.”

She smirked darkly at her own joke, and I wondered for a moment whether being kept alone for all this time might have been taking its toll.

Cece and I took a seat on the sofa that had become our usual spot in Milly’s room, and I didn’t waste any time getting right down to the point. “What did you know about Beau’s drug use?”

Milly’s hand flew to her chest with a dramatic gasp. “I don’t know anything about any drugs! I never would have thought he was a drug addict at all.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you asking me about drugs? What is your source?”

“Injection marks on his body and this…” I pulled the bottle of DMT out of my pocket. “Along with packages of syringes in his room.”

“Seems like a pretty convincing source,” Cece noted. “But I’m no expert.”

Milly glared at her for a moment, then huffed, “I guess it does look that way, doesn’t it? But he wasn’t using the DMT to get high. I thought I had talked him out of using it at all—it’s so dangerous, and I told him that myself.”

Okay, this was new. Was she actually cooperating? Maybe she really had been confined for too long.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “You knew about the DMT?”

“What even is DMT?” Cece added.

Milly shrugged. “I don’t know exactly what it is, but Beau seemed convinced that it would help him control his body—slow his heart rate and keep his muscles rigid enough to fake his death. He wanted to use it in our act, but I told him not to because of how dangerous it could be.”

“So, he was injecting himself with this stuff as part of your act?”

“Not once I found out about it,” she said. “But apparently he used it more than I realized. I can’t believe he would do it behind my back, but if you said you saw needle marks…” She shook her head. “It’s just so dangerous. I don’t understand. I told him over and over again that my way of faking it with a stooge doctor and some good old-fashioned showmanship was much more sensible.”

“Sensible except for the fact that he still died,” Cece pointed out.

I couldn’t disagree with Cece on that one, but it did seem to make Milly even more agitated.

“Of course, he died,” Milly snapped. “If he was using the drug anyway even after I told him not to that just proves that he did this himself. I didn’t kill him—which is what I’ve been telling you all along.” She took a deep breath and then looked up at the ceiling for a moment. “I just don’t understand why he would do it. Why? And without even informing me? What did he hope to accomplish? What was his plan?”

Those were all questions that I had as well. But since Milly seemed to be getting more agitated and sadder with each passing second, I didn’t think it was a good idea to press the issue. Besides, what was the point in speculating if she didn’t have the answers to those questions, either?

Still, we weren’t completely finished. She might not have much more information about Beau and the DMT, but we’d barely even scratched the surface with the drama between Milly, Laura, and Yudini.

“Did you know that Laura and Beau were in a relationship when he died?” I asked without even trying to be subtle with the sudden change of topic. If I could catch her off guard again, maybe she would cooperate again like she had with my first question.

Milly grimaced. “I didn’t know, and I would have preferred not knowing. Beau could have done so much better—but again, he didn’t consult me about those things.”

“Do you think that was because he knew you and Laura didn’t get along?” Cece asked.

“I don’t have any idea.” She made a dismissive gesture. “You’d have to ask him, wouldn’t you? And since that isn’t possible, I don’t suppose we’ll ever know.” She sighed heavily and pushed herself up from her chair. “Can you both leave, please? Every time you come here, you bring more bad news. I honestly don’t think I can handle much more.”

I looked over to Cece, but she just replied with a half-shrug. It wasn’t like we could do much if Milly decided to stop answering our questions. We couldn’t force her to talk. We couldn’t camp out in her sitting room until she changed her mind.

“We didn’t mean to upset you,” I said as we stood up and walked toward the door. “But if you think of anything else, I’d really appreciate it if you’d share it with us. The sooner we can get to the bottom of what really happened, the sooner you’ll be able to get some closure.”

She cut her eyes in my direction as she waited for me and Cece to make it to the door. “It’s nice of you to concern yourself, but what I’d really like is to be allowed to leave my room. Even if it’s just for dinner, it would be an improvement over this situation where I’m being held against my will.”

“That, um…” I cleared my throat. “It isn’t really for me or Cece to—”

“But now that you know Beau did this to himself,” Milly interrupted, “surely that changes things, right? Doesn’t that prove my innocence? What more do you want from me? I’ve cooperated with everything you’ve asked. I’ve subjected myself to reliving this nightmare every five minutes when you pound on my door and demand that I let you in. What more can I possibly do before you’ll start to believe me?”

She was starting to become even more agitated, and I really didn’t want to antagonize her any further. Plus, she did sort of have a point. Her delivery was as dramatic as ever, but if Beau really had accidentally killed himself…

“Okay.” I put my hands up in a mock surrender. “Okay. Just give me a little time. Please? I’ll check with the captain, and we’ll let you know what he says.”

“Fine. I’ll be waiting here, as always.”

It obviously wasn’t the answer she wanted, but it was the best I could do. I was taking enough risks on my own as far as the captain’s orders were concerned. I really wasn’t in a position to start negotiating on Milly’s behalf on top of everything else.

Still, it might not hurt to ask. I just had to find the right time and place—and hope I didn’t get myself fired before then.

“Are you really going to ask the captain if she can be released?” Cece whispered once we were out in the corridor by ourselves again.

“Don’t you think we sort of owe it to her to at least ask?” I sighed. “She has been cooperative—at least, in her own uncooperative sort of way. And I don’t think she’s really a danger to anyone, do you?”

“No,” Cece admitted. “She doesn’t seem very dangerous to me. A little neurotic, maybe, but not dangerous.”

“Exactly. So… I guess I’ll ask.”

Cece nodded, then said under her breath, “I just hope it doesn’t go the same way our last meeting went.”

“Yeah.” I took a deep breath, unwilling to let myself relive even a second of that last meeting with Alan and the captain. “That makes two of us.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Imight have been hoping for the best from our second meeting with Alan and the captain, but I was bracing for the worst.

“I hope you’re here to hand in your report about Beau Bourbon’s death,” Alan said before we’d even had a chance to sit down.

The captain looked from me to Cece and frowned. “I don’t see a report…”

“No, sir,” I directed my answer to the captain since I was frankly still annoyed with Alan. “We haven’t finished typing it yet, because there has been a development that I think you’ll both appreciate.”

They both looked skeptical. Even Cece looked like she was fearful for my job as I continued.

“There’s been new evidence that suggests Beau may have accidentally killed himself.”

I waited for the stunned looks and thankfully wasn’t disappointed. “What?” Alan’s jaw dropped. “Really? How? What kind of evidence?”

“We all saw the young lady kill him right in front of us,” the captain added. “What kind of evidence could possibly override what we saw with our own eyes?”

I refrained from reminding them both that Milly was a magician, which meant it was basically her job to make the impossible happen right in front of everyone’s eyes. Instead, I just stuck to the facts.

“Lethal injection,” I continued. “There were fresh needle marks on Beau’s body seen by Dr. Ryan and bottles of some kind of injectable drug in his room.”

Sitting back in my seat, I waited for the inevitable questions to roll in. Stating the facts had been the easy part. Coming up with answers about how we learned about the needle marks or why we’d taken the evidence from Beau’s room without informing the head of security first was not so easy.

But if they were wondering, neither of them asked. Maybe they were both just relieved that their PR nightmare had just been downgraded to a mild disaster, courtesy of me and Cece.

“That’s fantastic news,” the captain said, finally offering a genuine smile. “Don’t you think so, Alan?”

“Yes, sir.” He nodded. “Sad news, but better than a homicide aboard ship. Good job, girls. I’ll still need that report, of course. But I have to admit you’ve both outdone yourselves on this case.”

It was high praise, considering how the meeting could have gone. I looked over to Cece and grinned, then schooled my features as I remembered why we had actually called for the meeting in the first place.

“There is one other thing before we go,” I said, though I went ahead and stood up from my chair so we could make a quick getaway once we got our answer. “Milly was asking if she might be allowed to leave her room now, since this new evidence sort of clears her. You’re the captain, and the laws of the high seas and all that, but you don’t want to be captain of a lawsuit, sir. I’m sure the company PR flacks would want that even less.”

Did I think she was still guilty of putting on a dangerous, possibly life-threatening performance?

Absolutely.

But Beau had signed up to be part of a dangerous act. He knew Milly better than anyone, and there were probably contracts in place between them that legally shielded her from quite a bit of the risk.

So, it wasn’t really our place to keep punishing her for doing the same sort of act she’d become famous for. And I didn’t want the captain, even if he was in the right, to get in trouble with the company.

Alan and the captain seemed to agree because they mostly just shrugged at my question. “I don’t see why we need to keep her under house arrest any longer,” the captain said. “Surely, she doesn’t pose a threat to anyone.”

“I agree,” Alan added. “I’ll make the call to have her door unlocked right now.”

“Thank you,” I said, already moving toward the door. “We’ll let her know. I’m sure she’ll be relieved.”

“Don’t forget about that report,” Alan called after us as we walked out the door.

“Aye-aye!” Cece rolled her eyes and gave a mock salute once we were out of his office and well out of earshot.

“Careful,” I said, laughing. “They have cameras all over the place down here.”

“He’d have to be paying attention to them first.” She perked up as we walked over to the elevators. “Can I be the one to break the news to Milly? I don’t think she likes me very much, so maybe this will thaw the ice a little.”

“I didn’t realize you wanted her to like you.” I quirked a brow. “You’ve been doing a pretty good job of playing the bad cop.”

She gave me a mischievous grin. “I know, and it’s been a lot of fun. But I don’t always want to be the mean one. We have to keep them on their toes, right?”

“Sure.” I shrugged, trying to hold back my own smile. “Whatever you say, Cece.”

She really did have a talent for detective work, but she was lucky that her flair for dramatics and theatrics hadn’t worked against her too much.

Maybe that was why she wanted to be on Milly’s good side. They did seem to share a few personality traits.
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Surprisingly, didn’t seem overjoyed at the news that her freedom had been restored. I’d been expecting jumping, screaming, possibly a little crying… but she didn’t do any of those things when we told her.

She simply sighed and said she was going to visit the buffet and then relax by the pool. Maybe Beau’s drug use really had come as a shock to her—or maybe the way he’d kept it from her had brought up some other feelings.

Or maybe she just didn’t care that much at all and wanted to be left alone. As always, it was hard to tell what she was really thinking by what she showed on the surface.

At least our part was done. Those magicians could all go back to their drama and their bickering and backbiting, and I didn’t have to be a part of it anymore.

It was definitely a weight off my shoulders. Cece and I had decided to celebrate with an early lunch when we ran into Sam—almost literally—as we turned the corner to get into the International Buffet.

“Oh, thank goodness.” She clutched at my arms to steady herself after our very narrowly avoided collision. “Can I hang out with the two of you for a while? These silly magicians are driving me bonkers.”

“What? Why?” The three of us started walking together toward the buffet line. “I thought Cece and I had already dealt with all of their craziness.”

Sam snorted. “I wish you had. You must have missed Harry Yudini while you were sorting everyone out.”

Cece and I looked at each other and laughed. “Not by a longshot,” I assured Sam. “Yudini has already given us a piece of his mind.”

“He even got us in trouble with the captain,” Cece added.

“Oh, ouch,” Sam winced. “Okay, you win. He hasn’t run to tattle on me to the captain yet, but I’m almost ready to go there myself. I swear, if that SOB doesn’t—”

“Whoa, Sam,” I said, my voice low and urgent as some of the passengers around us were stopping their conversations to eavesdrop. “Let’s keep it professional.”

“Right…” She sighed, reducing her volume by a lot. “Usually, I don’t let the VIPs get under my skin like that. I’ve just been so frustrated with him today.”

I motioned for us to walk away from the growing buffet line. “What happened? Did he yell at you? Because I promise his bark is worse than his bite. It has been so far, anyway.”

“No, I wish he’d yell! I wish he’d even pick up the phone. He missed his contortion demonstration, and now he won’t answer any of my calls.” Her voice cracked, and I could tell she was near her breaking point. “I’m supposed to help him prepare some things for his show tonight, and I don’t know what I’m going to do. If he complains about me to Kelly, I’m going to be in big trouble. You know how it goes with the VIPs. It’s all about them. Never about us.”

I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I was already getting irritated with Harry on Sam’s behalf. Well, I was already irritated with him on my own behalf, but now I was starting to move beyond irritation to actual anger.

He couldn’t just go around yelling and treating people badly. If he really expected Sam to help him, the least he could do was answer her phone calls.

“Maybe we need to go have a talk with Mr. Yudini,” I said. “All three of us together.”

“Really?” Sam looked frightened by the idea. “Do you think that’ll make him angry? Or angrier than he already might be with me?”

“It’ll give him a taste of his own medicine,” Cece said. “I think it’s a good idea.”

“Exactly.” I nodded. “I’m not saying we’re going to go to his room and yell at him for acting like a jerk, but… I’m not saying we won’t do that, either.”

Sam threw her arms around me. “Oh, Addi, you are the best! And you, too, Cece! Seriously, the two of you are lifesavers today. But did you want to wait until after you take your break? I don’t want to cut into your lunch time.”

I made a dismissive gesture. “We were only going to lunch early because we didn’t have anything better to do. I’d rather get this thing with Harry taken care of now so we can all eat in peace together once it’s done.”

“Amen to that.” Cece hooked her arm with Sam’s. “You heard her. We’re marching to Yudini’s room right now. He’s going to shape up or ship out.”

Sam looked back over her shoulder at me as Cece dragged her along, but all I could do was laugh and shrug. I didn’t know where Cece thought we were going to ship Harry off to if he didn’t shape up, but I wasn’t going to question her.

She was the bad cop, after all.
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“Harry!” Cece pounded on the door like she really was an angry police officer. “Open up right now! We need to talk to you about something. Something urgent!”

She turned to me, and Sam and grinned. “How was that?”

“Scary,” Sam answered. “If he wasn’t mad before, he’s going to be now.”

“At least he’ll open the door.” I sighed, trying not to imagine how our next meeting with Alan and the captain was going to turn out after Harry Yudini finished telling them about this encounter. “We’ll try to smooth things over once we’re inside.”

We waited a couple of minutes but didn’t hear any activity on the other side of the door. “Do you think he might be sleeping?” Sam asked once we all started to fidget and look around the mostly empty corridor. “Or… out somewhere?”

“Did you check the pool when you were looking for him earlier?” I asked.

“Yeah, but maybe he could have slipped by me or…” She shrugged. “Or something. I don’t know. I just have this feeling that I’m going to get the blame if his show doesn’t go well. And since he missed the workshop…”

Cece gave me a serious look. “I think it’s time for drastic measures. Do you still have the secret keycard?”

“What secret keycard?” Sam asked.

“Not much of a secret anymore, apparently,” I grumbled, reaching for it. “But yeah, I still have it right here.”

“Go ahead.” Cece nodded toward the locked door. “We’ll wait right here.”

“What? No.” I shook my head. “We aren’t going to break into Harry’s room. I’m not giving him the satisfaction of getting me fired. Not for that, anyway.”

Cece rolled her eyes. “We won’t get fired. And we aren’t breaking in. This is like a wakeup call. If he really did sleep through his workshop, he’s going to thank us for waking him. Or maybe he’s sick. Right? What do they call that on the cop shows? Probable cause.”

Sam took a step back, making it clear that she didn’t want any part of the discussion. Still, she asked, “And if he isn’t in there?”

“Then nobody will know we’ve been here at all,” Cece answered in a hushed voice. “No harm, no foul.”

“It feels like a foul,” I said, still not convinced as I turned the keycard over and over in my hands. “Even if I do go in there, though, I’m not going alone. The three of us are going in together, or we’re just going to forget about it and go back to the buffet.”

Sam closed her eyes for a moment and turned her head toward the ceiling like she was saying some kind of silent prayer. “Just do it.” She sighed, opening her eyes again. “I have to find him, so if he isn’t here, it just means I need to start looking for him somewhere else.”

It was a bad idea. I knew it and Sam knew it. I suspected even Cece knew it even though she clearly wasn’t nearly as bothered as we were. We didn’t get to use probable cause as an excuse. We were cruise line employees, not police officers.

My gut told me to walk away and leave Yudini to his own devices. But I couldn’t leave Sam in a bind. I wouldn’t. She was my friend, and she’d helped me out way too many times in the past for me to simply shrug and wash my hands of the situation.

“Fine.” I gritted my teeth and winced as the card reader beeped, unlocking the door with a click that sounded impossibly loud as it echoed off the corridor walls. “Let’s just make this quick. Really quick.”

The lights were on when we entered his suite, but it only took a quick glance at the bed to see that he wasn’t there sleeping. He wasn’t on the sofa in the sitting area. “I’ll check the balcony,” Cece offered, already walking in that direction.

“I guess I’ll check the bathroom,” Sam grimaced.

“I’ll just…” I walked to the center of the room and looked around with a sinking feeling in my stomach. “I’ll just wait right here for him to walk in and start yelling at us, I guess.”

“You can be so dramatic sometimes, Addi.” Cece grinned as she leaned against the balcony and let the wind blow through her hair. “He isn’t going to yell at us. We aren’t touching anything or snooping around. We might as well be housekeeping for all he knows—which was my job description, as a matter of fact. So, it’s not like we can really get into any trouble for being here.”

I wanted to be as optimistic as she was, but there were a couple of huge holes in her logic that I couldn’t even be bothered to point out. Not that our reasoning for being in the room mattered anymore. We were there when we shouldn’t have been, and that was the only detail Yudini was likely to care about.

It was also the only detail the captain was likely to latch onto.

From where I was standing, I could see some papers scattered around on the nearby coffee table—drawings and diagrams and scribbled sketches that looked like the details of some kind of trick he’d been rehearsing.

Cece stepped back inside and followed my gaze, reading aloud from the nearest drawing. “The man in the bag?”

“Part of his act,” I said. “He’s known for escaping from places.”

“He isn’t in the bathroom,” Sam said, joining us. “Not in the shower or the enormous jacuzzi tub or in the adjoining walk-in closet.” She shook her head. “How is it that these magicians get bathrooms that are bigger than our entire cabins?”

“Three letters, Sam.” I smiled. “V-I-P.”

Cece had moved over to the sitting area and was taking a closer look at the drawings on the table. “Do you think he was planning on using that laundry bag over there for his trick? It looks just like the ones he sketched out.”

Sam and I turned to look at the large canvas bag. “What’s he going to do with all of that laundry, though?” Sam asked. “That bag is almost bursting at the seams.”

“Something isn’t right about it,” I said, taking a step closer to the bag. “Since when is laundry so lumpy?” In fact, the more I looked at it, the worse I felt.

“…I don’t think it’s laundry at all.”

Sam looked confused for a moment as she moved to follow me and then gasped. “Do you think…?”

“Think what?” Cece hadn’t moved from her spot but was still watching closely as I crept over to the bag. “What could it be if it isn’t laundry? It’s shaped like a bunch of bowling balls or something, but that doesn’t really make any sense.” She turned to Sam. “Does he use bowling balls in his act?”

Sam didn’t take her eyes off the bag as she shook her head. “No, not that I’ve seen.”

I motioned for them to be quiet as I nudged the bag with my shoe. “The string at the top is tied in a knot.” I crouched down and poked the bag with my finger and then with my whole hand but there was no movement, and it definitely didn’t feel like soft, squishy laundry inside. It didn’t feel like bowling balls, either. “Help me get this knot undone, Sam.”

She moved quickly, her fingers picking out the knot in less than a minute. The rope fell away, and she sucked in a large breath as the top of the bag fell open.

“What is it?” I leaned in, almost afraid to know the answer. “Oh my…” I turned to Cece and barely held back a wave of nausea as I stumbled away from the bag. “Call security. Now!”

Cece’s eyes went wide as she scrambled for the phone. “What’s going on? Will one of you at least tell me what’s in the bag?”

“It’s Harry,” Sam answered, looking just as sick as I felt. “He’s dead.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


“Holy Moses,” Alan said under his breath. “Another one?”

Dr. Ryan got up from kneeling over the bagged body. “Let me get a gurney up here. Hopefully, we can move Mr. Yu to the sickbay without a lot of attention.”

“How did he die?” Alan asked.

“No way to tell with him in a laundry bag.” The doctor gave Alan a perturbed frown.

“Of course. I was just hoping it might be something evident. Some signs of a natural cause—a heart attack, or an embolism or something.” Despite Alan being the head of security, it was obvious that he was under the impression that he was some kind of hotel detective. Maybe looking for burglars or kids stealing liquor from a bar or handling domestic disturbances. But not murders. “I’ll make sure my guys have the VIP elevator cleared. Make sure there aren’t any passengers outside the sickbay.”

More his bailiwick, I thought. Crowd control. Dr. Ryan got up and reached for the house phone. I held up my hand to stop him. If I couldn’t solve this… “Might need to take fingerprints.”

“Of course,” the doctor said uneasily. He took the cell phone from the pocket of his white coat.

“How about the time of death, Doctor?” Alan asked.

Dr. Ryan returned the phone to his pocket. Swapped it for a pair of surgical gloves. He donned them. Then he grabbed Yu’s arm above and below the elbow. It made a ratcheting sound when he bent the joint. My stomach nearly squirmed out of control.

“Rigor’s set in. A few hours. I’d have to get a liver temp to say for sure, but with the climate control, maybe early this morning,” Ryan said. Then he stood, stripped the gloves into a garbage can, and took out his phone again.

“The bag was part of his act,” Cece said, pointing to the plans and papers we’d found. “Yudini was an escape artist. A contortionist.”

“Yudini. Well, that follows,” Alan said, glancing at the papers. But it wasn’t more than a glance. He was looking at Cece. I had to wonder why. Suddenly, he stood up straight. “Captain on deck!”

The captain came into the room, looked around, and seemed to sag into himself. “Good heavens. I’ll be lucky to get hired as a garbage scow captain after this. Two murders?” he growled under his breath. His eyes met mine, but my eyes couldn’t meet his.

“Gurney on the way,” Dr. Ryan said, putting his phone away.

Alan checked some texts. “We should be clear to move the body. Sickbay, you said? Shouldn’t he go right to the morgue?” he asked Dr. Ryan.

“I’d like to at least give him an external examination. There might be something to determine from that. If I’d have done the same for Beau Bourbon instead of passing it off to the medical examiner when we reached port…”

I shrugged. Like it would’ve made much difference. We knew now that he wasn’t suffocated. And Dr. Ryan had found marks left by a hypodermic needle. There was no way to know more until an autopsy was performed. I figured the same would happen with Harry Yu. But even if we didn’t know the cause of death immediately, that didn’t mean we couldn’t find his killer.

“I’ve put too much on you,” the captain said. I could hardly stand his look of guilt and—disappointment? “You’ve had some experience with this kind of situation. But you had Ethan with you before. I’m missing that man more than I would’ve thought.”

I was, too. But for different reasons. Some of the same reasons. Like his nerves of steel. Right now, I had nerves of overcooked pasta. “Sorry, Captain.”

“Don’t apologize. This is my command. This is on me.”

A man and woman in ship’s whites entered the room. Alan’s people, from security. What were they doing here after the fact? This barn door was closed. The horse was long gone.

“Hang on just one moment, sir,” Alan said. “I think we might have a suspect.”

The captain raised his brows. “We do?”

Two men pushed a gurney through the door in a ghoulish interruption. No one said a word when they lifted Yudini’s body onto the gurney, still in the bag. Dr. Ryan gave us a nod before following them out.

“Alan?” the captain prompted. “Your suspect?”

The head of security nodded and clasped his hands behind his back. “It was no great feat of detection, sir. Only a brief glance at the system right before we arrived here. That told the whole story.”

What story was that? But I felt bad for letting the captain down. If Alan solved this… well, that would be good for the captain, but I’d sink lower than a snail’s belly for not figuring it out myself.

The captain looked irritated that Alan would dramatically draw this out. But the man was a veteran commander. It only took a focused glare to make the security chief jump to. “It was just a matter of following the keycards.” He gave Cece another long look. “Every one of them is logged into the system. Every time a door is opened.”

“We know all that,” the captain sighed.

“Right sir. In this case, it turns out that the killer was right under our noses the whole time. Part of the investigation in fact.”

I felt my face flush. The card Ethan gave me—I didn’t expect it to come back to me. But of course it would. I’d used it on both the murder victim doors. I was the one investigating. “Hold on just one second. Do you think I actually murder people just so I can solve the case? Because I already have a job on this ship. And it’s a lot easier than chasing killers around.”

Alan’s forehead furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

Oops. What was I talking about? It wasn’t the secret keycard he was tracking. But then my heart dived into deep, cold water. If it wasn’t my card—

“Cece Blake, you are under arrest. You will be confined to quarters until we reach port. Under maritime law, you will be incarcerated until such time that the proper authorities can take you into custody,” Alan said.

“Huh?” Cece said. “Me?”

“It couldn’t be Cece,” I said. “We’ve been together this whole time. Investigating the murder together. Eating together. We haven’t been out of each other’s sight,” I said.

My protest fell on deaf ears. “Where was Cece at oh-two-twenty hours?” Alan asked.

“Sleeping?” I said.

“Definitely sleeping,” Cece confirmed.

“How do you explain the fact that your keycard—a master keycard from housekeeping—opened the doors of both victims? Including this one early this morning.” Alan frowned.

“Because… I…”

Lost it! I urged her to say in my mind. Lost the keycard. C’mon, Cece! But I understood her clamming up. She’d lost her master keycard before and had taken a lot of grief over it. But surely that wasn’t nearly as serious as getting locked up as a murder suspect!

“If you could escort Miss Blake to her quarters,” Alan nodded at the two security people. They snapped to it.

The woman moved beside Cece and took her arm. “Come with us, please.”

Cece’s mouth was a straight white line as they ushered her out the door. Little red spots burned on her cheeks. She gave Alan a death look before they took her out of the cabin.

The captain sighed. “I need a drink.”

“Sir?” I said, but he cut me off with a raised palm and the shake of his head.

“Not now.” With that, he followed Cece and her escort down the hall.

“This is stupid,” I said to Alan.

“You know it’s not her!” Sam finally found her voice. “You’re just trying to make yourself look good in front of the captain, but what’s going to happen when he finds out you were wrong?”

“Wrong? I suppose that’s entirely possible. However, in this case, it’s simply a matter of following the evidence. Isn’t that the way an investigation is supposed to go?” He didn’t smirk. Didn’t give us a superior look down his nose. Alan merely turned and exited the murder scene.

Oh, cornstalks! Did he really think he was just doing his job?

“Are we just going to let him—?” Sam started.

“Dan!” From a long way away, we heard Cece call out. “Dangerous Dan! Remember? The keycard! Addi!”

Sam gave me the eye. “What does that mean?”

I slapped my forehead. “Right! She realized she lost her keycard right after we interviewed Dangerous Dan!” Among Yudini’s papers was a schedule of the magicians’ performances. Dan was giving another dull lecture in the theater. “C’mon!”

When we reached the theater, only a few seats were occupied. Diehard magic geeks, I figured. Dan was giving the low down on tricks done with a top hat. Producing doves, rabbits, and the like. Then, as if the talk wasn’t glacial enough, he started in on top hats, the mechanism that made them flat and easy to store or carry. Popped and collapsed the hat in his hand. Put it on his head. Took it off and pulled out a rabbit.

Scattered applause.

“You think Dan could really get the keycard off of Cece? He can barely pull a rabbit out of his hat,” Sam said.

“He must have. He’s the killer. And a professional magician. Do you have the zip ties?” I asked her.

Sam sighed. “Yeah. Just like on the tech cruise. But are you really sure you want to go ahead with this? I mean, the guy is old. Somewhat famous. And I’ll bet he squawks to high heaven when we accuse him.”

We were the only ones left for the Q and A. I gave Sam the eye. She sighed.

“Ladies. You had a question?” He smiled.

How to pull this off? “Could we see inside that hat?” I asked. Sam had her hand in her pocket. Hopefully ready with a zip tie. It worked before.

He took it off his head with both hands and tipped it our way in a dramatic gesture. In an equally dramatic, though somewhat awkward, gesture, Sam slapped the cable tie over his wrists and pulled it tight. Dangerous Dan dropped the hat, but I caught it before it hit the floor.

“If you’re looking for an impromptu escape bit, that’s not my forte,” Dan said.

“We’re looking for a keycard,” I said. “Will you hand it over, or do we have to pat you down?”

He blinked, smile fading, wondering if we were serious. “The key to my cabin is in my bag,” Dan said, gesturing backstage with his chin. “I don’t understand. Why do you want it?”

“We don’t want it. We want the one you took off of Cece,” Sam said.

“Are you accusing me of stealing?”

“Yes. You’re a magician. You can pickpocket people easily,” I said.

He laughed. “I’m flattered that you seem so impressed by my abilities. But frankly, as you’ve seen in my lectures, my act, I’m losing my grip. Literally.” He held up his bound hands. They were shaking like crazy. I didn’t think it was from nerves. “Essential tremor, they call it. Essential to ending my career, maybe. Obviously, I don’t quite have the subtle control to pick a pocket unnoticed. The magicians’ code would prevent me from using my skills in a crime. Is this about Beau’s death?”

The sinking feeling that he was telling the truth settled over me. Sam gave his cable-tied hands a worried look. We were planning on marching him to the security office. Not letting him go. “It is about the death,” I said.

He lifted his hands and looked from me to Sam. “No knife?”

“We didn’t plan that far ahead,” Sam said, her voice squeaky.

“There’s one in my bag. Along with my keycard. You can see it’s just an ordinary one,” Dan said. I expected him to be angry. Mostly, he seemed bemused. “You know, if we’re talking about poor Beau and pickpockets, there’s only one person you should talk to.”

Of course. “Lucky Laura. Pickpocketing is her whole act.” I put on a fake chuckle. “Too obvious?”

“Plus, she and Beau were having an affair. I should’ve mentioned this before.” He lifted his hands as Sam found the knife and cut the zip tie.

“We knew about that,” I said.

“What you probably didn’t know is that the two of them were planning something big. Something that would make Milly’s act look like an amateur hour. I don’t know what,” he said.

“I guess it could’ve been Laura who took the card,” I thought aloud.

“You can’t blame them for wanting to make Milly out to be a fool. She is a terrible person. Worse if you have to work with her. Just ask Yudini,” Dan said.

“We can’t,” I said. “The reason we…” Stupidly tried to cuff you and bring you in came to mind. “The reason we’re being a little rash is that Yudini is dead.”

“Probably murdered,” Sam added.

“Yudini?” Dan’s face lost color. His hands trembled even more noticeably. “Who would want to murder Yudini?”

Hmm, I thought. We probably weren’t meant to go around blabbing in public that another magician had been killed.

I exchanged a glance with Sam and quickly we mumbled something about maybe his death had been an accident, we hadn’t actually meant to say murder.

Dan didn’t look entirely convinced. More like he wished that were true.


CHAPTER TWENTY


We left Dan with our sincere apologies and the knowledge that there was at least a fifty-fifty chance he would run right to the phone and notify Alan that we had briefly detained him with some menacing looks and a couple of zip ties.

It was a chance we had to take. Maybe the urgency of the situation would keep him quiet. We were just doing our jobs. Sort of. Besides, I’d hoped to have Cece’s keycard back from Laura by the time Alan and his security guards caught up with us.

“It feels like we’re running in circles,” Sam said as we stood outside the theater and checked the magicians’ workshop schedules for the rest of the day. “Or playing some weird game of telephone where nobody has the right answer.”

“Girl, you have no idea.” I laughed just to keep my own frustration at bay. “It’s been like this the whole time. Remind me not to ever try to step in the middle of an investigation when literally everyone involved is a professional con artist.”

“It looks like Laura is actually doing some kind of fan meetup in the magic shop—the one they set up next to the jewelry store—and it’s supposed to start in about ten minutes.” She pointed across the atrium to the garishly decorated store that had been stocked with all sorts of merchandise that tied in with the various magicians’ acts. “Looks like people are already starting to line up outside the shop.”

“I guess we’ll be joining them,” I said as we started walking across the atrium. “Maybe you can get an overpriced t-shirt with Lucky Laura’s face on it. Or maybe Dangerous Dan? You two seemed to build up a rapport while you had him zip tied.”

Sam grimaced. “That zip tie business was your idea, for the record.”

“Fair enough.” I shrugged, barely suppressing a grin as we took our place in the line outside the shop. “We should probably think about refining our tactics this time, though. We’ll have to be more discreet if we’re going to question her with this many people around.”

Sam eyed me. “What tactics?” A murmur rippled through the growing crowd just as we started making our plan. It was easy enough to ignore at first, but it seemed that more and more people were grumbling and turning away from the magic store with each passing second.

I craned my neck to try and see what was going on but finally had to tap the shoulder of the man in front of us to ask what all the fuss was about.

“They’re saying she isn’t coming,” he frowned. “We all came here and waited in line to see Lucky Laura, and now I guess they’re saying the event has been canceled.”

That explained all the grumbling, at least. Laura seemed to be pretty popular among the passengers, especially the male passengers, and she definitely loved being the center of attention… so why had she canceled the event?

What could have been more important in Laura’s world than hawking cheap merchandise to her adoring public?

I waited until he joined the steady stream of people walking away. Turning to Sam, I asked, “What do you think that’s about?”

She shrugged. “Maybe she’s not feeling well?”

“Maybe… or maybe she’s up to no good. Either way, I think we need to find out.”

It seemed like everything led back to Laura. She’d been having a fling with Beau. She’d had some kind of understanding and then a falling out with Yudini. She apparently hated Milly. Even Dan had been suspicious of Laura.

I usually tried my best not to jump to conclusions when helping with an investigation, but the odds of Laura being completely innocent weren’t looking great.

Sam seemed worried. “Now we’re going to break into Laura’s room, too?”

“No, not that. Not yet anyway. But it wouldn’t hurt to stop by and check on her, right? That’s part of your job, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” She nodded, already looking more relieved. “That’s true. I am supposed to check on all of the VIP passengers every day. I wonder why I wasn’t informed about this.”

“Perfect.” I pointed to the elevator. “That’s what we’ll do. You can check in on her, and I’ll follow along.”

Confronting her one on one—or two on one, for that matter—was probably a better idea than among a crowd of fans anyway. It would mean fewer witnesses in case I had to channel my bad cop routine.

“What if she thinks it’s weird that we’re both showing up to her room at the same time?” Sam asked as we walked toward the elevator. “You don’t think she’ll be suspicious?”

“Don’t worry so much, Sam. If she asks, I’ll just tell her I went to the magic shop to get some photos for the social media feed and decided to go with you to check on her.”

Sam nodded but didn’t say anything else until we were inside the elevator on our way up to the VIP suites. “One more question,” she said right before the door opened. “What if she isn’t even in her room?”

“Then we’ll find her. It’s a ship. She has to be here somewhere. And when we do find her, we’re going to get some answers.”
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The elevator ride was too short and too long at the same time. I was growing irritated at the thought of Laura’s shenanigans. I was also dreading the confrontation that would no doubt escalate once we started asking her some uncomfortable questions.

It probably wouldn’t take much persuading from her for the captain to lock me up right next to Cece, but I couldn’t worry too much about that at the moment.

If I could get that keycard back from Laura, it would prove Cece’s innocence. That had to be our first priority.

“I’m just going to let you do the talking when we get to her door,” I whispered as we made the short walk from the elevators to the row of VIP suites. “And then once we’re inside, I’ll take over with the questions, okay?”

“Okay—oh, wait!” She froze and then grabbed my arm, pulling me back around the corner from the VIP corridor. “She’s there! Down the hallway!”

A surprised squeak escaped my throat as we flattened ourselves against the wall and ignored the startled glances of the other passengers who were passing by.

“Sorry,” Sam gave me a sheepish look as the two of us peeked around the corner and watched as Laura hurried down the corridor in the opposite direction. “I was afraid she’d see us.”

“That’s twice today your lightning-fast reflexes have caught me by surprise,” I whispered, grinning. “Come on. Let’s find out where she’s going.”

I felt like a spy as we moved from one hiding spot to another—darting from our corner to crouch behind the housekeeping cart before sprinting to the next corner just as Laura stopped in front of a garbage can.

“Pretend like we’re looking at this painting,” I hissed, hoping Laura wouldn’t turn to see us as we stared up at the generic seascape hanging from the wall.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Laura look from side to side before shoving something inside the garbage bin and then reaching in even further to really squish it down.

“Gross,” Sam grimaced. “What is she doing?”

“Something suspicious.” We kept watching until she finally seemed satisfied. She looked both ways again before hurrying off, but she didn’t go back to her room. “Keep an eye out while I go find whatever it is she threw away.”

“How did I know you were going to say that?” Sam grumbled, but she followed right on my heels as I walked over to the garbage can and removed the lid.

I eyed her. “You want to rummage through the trash?”

She sighed and moved down the corridor.

Thankfully, the corner of the bag Laura had stuffed inside was still visible just under some other trash and I didn’t have to actually dig for it. Once I’d retrieved the bag and had set the bin lid back in place, I cautiously peeked inside.

Please don’t let it be anything gross. Please don’t let it be anything gross. Please…

“What is it?” Sam looked over her shoulder as I started digging through what appeared to be a bunch of random notes on various bits of paper.

“I don’t… oh. This could be something interesting.” I plucked out a piece of paper that had notes about a drug I’d become pretty familiar with over the past couple of days.

DMT.

“Is it a prescription?” Sam’s brow furrowed as she peered over my shoulder to read along. “That looks like dosage information.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think it’s a regular prescription. This is talking about—wait, aren’t you supposed to be our lookout right now?”

“I’m watching!” She took a couple of steps to look both ways down the corridor and then motioned for me to keep going. “So, what is it? Why was she hiding this prescription stuff?”

I thought back over all the scattered pieces of evidence we’d found since Beau’s death, starting with the needle marks on his body and the little bottles of DMT we’d found in his shaving bag.

“This DMT is the same stuff Cece and I found in Beau’s room. And these notes are talking about how you can take it to mimic being in a comatose state—look, there’s Beau’s name at the bottom next to the stick figure of… an angel?”

“Oh, wow,” Sam clamped a hand over her mouth as she looked down at the paper and back up at me. “Do you think Laura gave this stuff to Beau? Does this have something to do with the big reveal Laura kept telling everyone about?”

I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine, but the way it looks here is that she was planning on bringing him back from the dead—or from what appeared to be his death, anyway.”

“And maybe she gave him too much,” Sam picked up where I’d left off. “Maybe she accidentally killed him with the injection. Where did she get this stuff from, though?”

“There are initials in the notes,” I pointed. “‘H.Y. has the goods.’”

We looked at each other and said the same name at the same time. “Harry Yudini.”

Continuing my train of thought out loud, I said, “That would also explain why Harry and Laura got into an argument a few nights ago. He threatened to spill the beans about something. It must have been this. So, that means…”

Sam gasped as she followed my logic to its inevitable end. “That means Laura killed Harry, too. To cover up her accidental killing of Beau.”

I nodded. “We’re going to need more than just these scribbled notes, though.” I took my emergency keycard from my pocket. “Looks like we’ll be breaking into Lucky Laura’s room after all, Sam.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


“What are we supposed to be looking for in here?” Sam tiptoed through the sitting area of Laura’s suite as if something might jump out at her.

“Evidence. Anything that might look suspicious.”

I knew it probably wasn’t the most helpful answer. If I was being completely honest, I didn’t have any idea what we were looking for, either.

More papers. More incriminating drawings. Maybe even more of those same drugs we’d found in Beau’s room. That would have been some really helpful evidence.

I peeked my head into the bathroom. Everything was nice and tidy. Too nice and tidy.

I walked over to her makeup bag and looked through it. Nothing. Just makeup. No drugs. No weapons.

“Addi,” Sam whisper-shouted from the other room. “Addi, come look! I found this on the floor over by the dresser.”

She handed me a scrap of paper that I had to squint to read. “It’s a receipt for… something.”

“Not just something.” Sam pointed at a line on the receipt. “Syringes. I think the receipt must have fallen on the floor when she gathered all of those other papers to throw away.”

“I haven’t found any syringes, though. I looked through everything in the bathroom.”

“And I’ve looked through her suitcase. She could have thrown them away, too. Or used them already.”

“Or she could have given them to someone else,” I said. “Someone like… Beau.”

The amount of evidence against Laura was growing, though it was clear she hadn’t acted alone. Yudini—and even Beau—had been involved in some way, but to what extent?

With both of them dead, it might be impossible to find out. Which was probably what Laura had hoped.

“We need to find her,” I said. “I’m guessing she’s already cleared out most of the evidence from this room.”

“Except for this receipt.” Sam tucked it into her pocket.

“Yeah, we’ll need to show Alan and the captain everything we’ve found. But first, let’s see what our friend Laura is up to today. What’s so important that she had to miss her event at the magic shop?”

Sam and I walked back to the door and peeked out into the corridor before we hurried out of the room.

Wherever Laura was, she needed to be stopped before she could hurt anyone else.
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We retraced Laura’s steps back down the corridor to the garbage can where she’d stashed the bag of evidence, then continued in the same direction until we reached another bank of elevators.

“How are we going to find her?” Sam asked. “This is a big ship. She could literally hide out for days if she wanted to.”

“She could, but I don’t think she’s trying to hide.” We stepped onto the elevator, and I pressed the button to take us to the lagoon deck. “She can’t get the attention she craves if she’s hiding. No, I think she’s going to walk around like normal and act like nothing is wrong.”

“And you think she’ll be out by the lagoon pool?”

“I think she’ll be at Hemingway’s bar,” I answered. “That’s where she’s been every time I’ve seen her outside her room so far.”

I shielded my eyes against the sun as we stepped out onto the lagoon deck. It didn’t take long to spot Laura sitting poolside under a big umbrella, sipping a peach-colored, bucket-sized drink with its own little umbrella in it.

We took the long way around the pool as we discussed what we were going to say when we confronted her.

“What if she tries to kill us, too?” Sam asked.

“Out here in front of everyone?” I shook my head. “Not very likely. She likes attention but not that kind of attention.”

“That’s true. I’m surprised she’s even brave enough to show her face out here after she canceled that event this morning. Not to mention the fact that she should be prepping for her big show tonight. Unless day-drinking by the pool for the last few hours before the big reveal is part of her artistic process…”

I stopped short. “She’s looking our way. Quick, get behind this support.”

Backing up quickly, I connected with something, and I heard a surprised yell and a splash just as I turned to see what I’d hit.

Or… who I’d hit.

Brilliant Benny Cross’s head burst from beneath the water next to a floating pair of sunglasses. “You pushed me into the pool!” he shouted and sputtered as I leaned down to give him a hand. “What were you thinking? Is it open season on magicians or something?”

“I’m so, so sorry,” I said as Sam bent down to help me pull a thoroughly soaked Benny out of the lagoon. “I was just, um… paying no attention?”

“Great frickin’ excuse.” Benny glared at me as he began wringing out his hoodie and t-shirt. “If someone had told me this cruise was going to be so dangerous, I would have brought my gun. People are dropping like flies around here, and you aren’t helping the situation!”

I didn’t even know what to say. He had to realize that I hadn’t intentionally pushed him into the water. Of course, all these performers were weirdly irrational.

Before I could apologize again, my phone started chiming with incoming messages, followed a couple of seconds later by Sam’s phone doing the same thing.

I took a step back to give Benny some space as I fished my phone from my pocket. Sam and I gasped at the same time as we both read the same message.

“Sorry, Benny,” I belatedly said again. “We have to go. This is urgent.”

Without another word, Sam and I turned and—completely ignoring the pool safety rules—started running back to the elevator we’d just come out of.

Once we’d made it inside and I could lean against the elevator wall to catch my breath, I looked at my phone screen one more time to make sure I hadn’t misread the short message from Alan.

No. It was all still there. Still exactly the same. And it still made my heart start beating faster all over again.

Meet in my office ASAP. It’s about Cece.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The captain, Alan, Dr. Ryan, and Cece were all waiting in the security office when Sam and I arrived, red-faced and breathless from our sprint down the ship’s corridors.

“Thank you for coming down here on such short notice,” Alan said, giving us a curious up-and-down look. “I hope I didn’t call you away from something important.”

I waved to him to go ahead. Just questioning our prime suspect. I kept this to myself. “Nothing that can’t wait a few more minutes. Is there something we can help with here?”

“There is.” He nodded toward the chairs where Ryan and Cece were seated. “Cece has explained that her keycard has been lost or stolen, and Dr. Ryan has vouched that you were all together the afternoon and evening Beau Bourbon died. If you and Sam are willing to vouch for her as well, that will be sufficient to let her out of our custody for now.”

I felt my shoulders sag with relief as Cece looked over and smiled. “I can definitely vouch for her,” I said. “She and I have been together nearly nonstop during this investigation. I think Lucky Laura took her keycard, but we haven’t been able to prove it yet.”

“But we do have some other evidence that you’ll want to see,” Sam added. “Some stuff that connects Laura Filipelli to the deaths of Beau and Harry Yudini.”

“That’s really interesting…” Alan put on his glasses as we handed over the notes we’d recovered from the trashcan and the receipt for syringes we’d found in Laura’s suite. “My guys told me they found a long strand of hair on the bag that held Yudini’s body.” He looked down at the papers and then back up at us. “I’m going to bet that strand of hair will be a perfect match with Laura’s.”

“Pink?” I asked.

He winked, made a finger pistol, and clucked his tongue.

It was the first time since the investigation began that Alan and the captain seemed to take our work seriously. They’d been looking for someone to rubber stamp Milly’s involvement in what they thought was an open-and-shut case, but that wasn’t what we had done.

We’d bent and broken more rules than I cared to count, but it had all been worth it. We had delivered the evidence they needed.

“Good work,” the captain said as he looked over Alan’s shoulder at the small stack of evidence. “Addi, Sam, Cece…” He looked over at each of us in turn. “You’ve all been working hard on this case, and I want you to know it hasn’t gone unnoticed.”

Just unrewarded and unthanked.

But late praise was better than no praise at all, right? Still, I wasn’t going to be able to rest until we’d taken Laura into custody. And now that Cece was free to go, she would make some good backup.

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “But if you don’t mind, we’d like to get back up to the lagoon pool so we can haul Laura in here for some official questioning.”

Alan stood up from his desk. “I’d like to come with you. Lucky Laura has caused enough trouble on this cruise. It’ll be my pleasure to put some handcuffs on her right there at the pool.”

There wasn’t much conversation between the four of us—Alan, Cece, Sam, and I—as we left the office and made our way to the elevator, but the lack of tension and immediate sense of relief was plainly obvious.

After several rough days of sneaking around and breaking rules, risking our jobs and our actual freedom, things had finally started going our way.

I didn’t know how long the wave of good luck might last, but I was ready to take advantage of it. With Alan and the captain on our side, we could put Laura behind bars where she belonged and then try to salvage what was left of the so-called magical cruise.

Stepping off the elevator, Alan squinted as he looked across the deck. “Where was she when you saw her?”

“Right over…” I pointed to the lounge chair under the umbrella where Laura had been reclining before. “There. She must have gone inside. Maybe check the bar?”

We’d barely walked halfway across the deck when Laura’s distinctive laughter rang out over all the other noise, stopping all four of us in our tracks.

“Over there,” Sam gestured. “The hot tub.”

Her back was turned to us, but there was no mistaking that laugh or her voice. Lucky Laura was there soaking in the hot tub with none other than Brilliant Benny Cross—who, it had to be said, seemed to be in a much better mood than he was when I’d helped to fish him out of the pool. Certainly warmer.

She had a big bottle of champagne in one hand, two oversized glasses balancing precariously in the other, and was mid-pour when Alan called out her name.

“Laura Filipelli, we need to have a word with you.”

She didn’t even look up, though Benny shifted a few inches away from her at the sight of us all lined up behind the head of security.

“Laura,” Alan repeated, clearing his throat. “We need to talk to you now.”

She handed a glass to Benny and took a sip from her own before setting it aside. With the champagne bottle still in hand, she lazily turned to face us. “This isn’t a convenient time for me.” She made a dismissive gesture and started to turn back around. “Go bother someone else. I hear Milly is looking for new friends.”

“Good one!” She and Benny both laughed and made a quick toast to Milly’s apparent lack of friends. Alan looked back at me, but I just shrugged. If she wasn’t intimidated by him, there wasn’t much hope for the rest of us.

Still, it was worth a shot. “Laura,” I called out, using the sternest voice I could muster. “We need to talk to you about where you were when Harry Yudini died. We’d prefer to talk in private, but if you want everyone else on the deck to hear, that’s fine, too.”

Just as I’d hoped, that threat seemed to get her attention even if her tone was still just as dismissive. “I don’t know anything about Harry’s death.” She shielded her eyes against the sun as she looked from me to Alan. “Why are you trying to ruin my fun? Did you see me out here enjoying myself and decide it was my turn to be miserable?”

“While we appreciate your obvious concern over Yudini,” Alan said, frowning, “We need some answers. And you’re the only one who can give us those answers.” He paused then turned his attention to Benny. “Are the two of you involved in a… a romantic relationship?”

“Nope!” Benny shrugged. “Just enjoying each other’s company.”

“That’s right,” Laura sneered. “Or is there some kind of law against that, too? I thought this was supposed to be a relaxing cruise.” She pointed at Sam. “How many times has she told me I could have whatever I want while I’m here? Well, right now I want to be left alone!”

Her voice had been growing louder and louder with each word. Sam and Cece looked like they were ready to give in and leave her in peace, but not Alan.

Not me, either.

“That’s one request we can’t accommodate,” Alan said. “Where were the two of you yesterday afternoon?”

Laura and Benny looked at each other and smiled. “Together,” she answered. “Any other questions?”

“What about Beau?” I asked.

“What about him?” she shrugged, stroking Benny’s arm. “I like what I like—and that happens to be magic and men, preferably together. Magic men.”

Eew. Seriously? Was she trying to make us all throw up?

I pushed past the wave of moral nausea. “That isn’t what I meant. I think you know what really happened the night Beau died.”

“How many times do I have to tell you?” Laura rolled her eyes. “I. Don’t. Know. He wasn’t even with me when he died. He was on stage with Milly. Why don’t you leave us alone and go waste her time with your stupid questions.”

“Surely, Milly’s not to blame.” I sighed. Lucky Laura sure had a knack for making things more difficult than they needed to be. Didn’t she understand that lying—especially when she’d already lied about so many other things—only made her situation worse?

“See, I think you do know,” I said. “We found the evidence you tried to throw away. We know about the DMT. We know about the syringes. We know you and Beau were planning a big spectacle, and that’s what killed him.” I paused a moment to let my words sink in. “A nice trick. Unless it ends in murder. Am I missing anything?”

Laura pressed her lips together and stood up in the middle of the hot tub, waving her half-full bottle of champagne around as she acted out. “You all think you’re so smart. Think you have everything figured out? You think you know me?” She huffed out a short, bitter laugh as she turned her attention back to me. “Well, get lost. I don’t have to talk to you. You don’t know jack, you internet hack.”

She looked half-crazed, more than a little intoxicated, and completely angry. Even though she had a mojito that was essentially a bucket with a straw, Laura waved the champagne bottle, pointing it, emphasizing each word and sloshing more and more of the expensive liquid into the hot tub.

I wasn’t bothered by her insults or her anger. I’d faced plenty of intimidating passengers over the course of my job. One drunk magician barely even registered as a threat—even if she had allegedly killed a couple of her sidekicks.

Benny, though, had moved across the hot tub and just beyond the range of the champagne bottle.

Continuing, I said, “Your drugs got Beau killed. You gave him an overdose. I know you helped procure that DMT, and I know you’re going to spend some time in jail because of it.”

“He didn’t get the DMT from me!” she yelled. “He got it from Harry!”

“But they hated each other,” Sam cut in. “Yudini didn’t have anything nice to say about Beau.”

“Oh, please. That was all for show.” Laura shook her head. “Yudini didn’t care for Milly because who does, but he was grateful that Beau took that assistant job. Beau was the reason Harry had a chance to launch his own career. So, like I said, you don’t know jack.”

“We know enough to take you into custody,” Alan said. He motioned to a couple of security guards who were waiting near the bar. “Guys, bring a towel and a robe. Let’s get Ms. Filipelli downstairs.”

“No!” she shouted. “You aren’t taking me anywhere!”

Whether she lost her grip on the bottle or threw it on purpose, the effect was the same. It went sailing through the air, only missing my head by a few inches as I ducked out of the way.

It shattered on the concrete behind me, drawing even more attention to the spectacle that was unfolding at the hot tub.

I considered it a fitting end to Laura’s tantrum. She had certainly received the attention she seemed to crave so badly.

“Get away from me with that awful robe!” Laura said as security moved to secure her. “I’m too sexy for that robe!”

Even Benny had the sense to try and slink away as the security guys and Alan escorted Laura down below deck.

“That didn’t go down like I thought,” I said, turning to Cece and Sam once the commotion had died down. “But at least, Milly’s not to blame.”

Sam eyed me. “Why do you keep saying the same thing over and over?”

I looked at Cece who shrugged. Back at Sam. “What are you talking about?

“Never mind.” Sam frowned.

Cece glanced over at the broken glass on the pavement. “I’m fine as long as there aren’t any other flying bottles coming this way. I should call housekeeping.”

“Yeah,” Sam nodded. “We should probably get that cleaned up before someone gets hurt.”

A housekeeper was already walking toward the bar with a broom and dustpan. “Laura has already caused enough pain and suffering on this cruise without cutting up a bunch of innocent passengers’ feet.”

At least the confrontation was over. With Laura in custody, we could all breathe a little easier.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Case closed. I breathed a sigh of relief. But before we could leave the hot tub area, Kelly came scurrying across the concrete in her heels. She skidded to a stop near the broken glass and pool of bubbly and smiled at the housekeeper cleaning up.

“Addi, where have you been? I haven’t been able to find you anywhere!” she breathed.

“Sorry, Kelly. Been busy.” Solving mysteries, catching killers, I told myself, trying to feel a little more confident in the whole deal. “What’s up? Am I in trouble?”

“Oh, no, no. The captain was explicit about your temporary duties. Although I am looking forward to a steady stream of PR. You’re not in trouble on this ship at all,” she said.

Sam eyed her. “What does that mean?”

“Ethan has been trying to get hold of you,” Kelly said. “He said you aren’t answering his calls, so he had to make a ship-to-shore call to the bridge.”

Yeep! Those were pricey. But I’d had my phone on me the whole time. “Why didn’t he just call my cell?”

“He has been. But he lost his. He’s been using a burner until he has time to replace his old phone. You wouldn’t recognize the number though, would you?” the cruise director said. “I don’t answer calls from strangers. They’re always scams or marketing people.”

Fiddlesticks! Ethan was in training to be the captain of his own ship. Maybe even this ship. I missed him terribly, and apparently, I’d missed him unintentionally. I grabbed my phone and looked down the list of calls. I’d deleted a lot but found an unknown number with a Miami area code.

“Gimme one sec, girls,” I said, stepping into a quiet alcove off the main corridor.

When I dialed the number, a familiar voice sent a zing to my heart. “Hey, babe. Sorry for the confusion. It’s so good to hear your voice.” And to hear his deep tone, a sound that could turn commanding, but right now made me feel calm and excited all at once. “Ethan! I didn’t know—”

With all the excitement with the magicians, I’d had my ringer off. And like Kelly, I never answered unknown calls anyway. Maybe I should change that policy. Or at least check the messages.

“The training has been a lot more hands-on than I would’ve guessed. I can’t even say when I lost my phone. Everything okay aboard my ship?” There was a note of pride in his voice when he said that.

“I can’t say it hasn’t been interesting since you’ve been gone.” I told him about our magician guests and the murders aboard the ship. He listened intently. Ethan didn’t like things going sideways on the ship. He murmured some positive sounds when I told him we’d detected the killer. And that everything was going to be okay.

“Speaking of mysteries,” he said.

My heart did a flop. There was only one thing he could be talking about—my kidnapping. Solving murders had taken that terrible memory from the front of my mind, but the kidnappers were still out there. We needed to track them down and turn them over to the FBI.

“You found something?”

“Well, Cece found something, if you remember.”

“Right. Playing that stupid computer game she wastes all her free time on.” But if she’d found something, how stupid could the game really be? “A new name for the other victim.”

After my kidnapping, a second had taken place. Just like me, the other girl had been taken from New Mexico.

“Buzz’s sister,” I said. That was the girl who’d been kidnapped after me.

Buzz McAdams had gotten himself a job with Security on the ship. He made my life miserable, stalking me, thinking I was involved in his sister’s disappearance because I had gotten away. And even though a ransom had been paid, his sister still remained missing.

But Cece had been obsessed with a multiplayer game that Buzz used to play with his sister. Thanks to her, he’d logged in after all those years and was shocked to see a message from his sister saying that she was safe and sound. They’d messaged briefly before the sister had vanished again.

“I’ve got some friends who work security. They managed to access the server for that game and track down the sister’s IP address and pinpoint her location, so then we could get her name and address.”

“Wow,” I breathed in softly. “We’ve got her.”

“We do indeed. Her name’s Daisy, like Buzz said, and she’s at an address in Louisiana. Outside of New Orleans.”

My knees went a little soft. “She must know who the kidnappers are.”

“Right. We did a bit of digging, and we’re pretty sure she ran off with one of them. That’s why she’s safe and sound.”

“Do you think she’s involved with some kind of crime?”

There was a pause on the line. “It doesn’t look that way on the surface, but we need to double check. Most likely she’s just a victim who got lucky, but you can never be too safe with these things. There’s always the off chance she’s involved with some type of crime. We need to be sure.”

“How are we going to be sure?”

I could hear a smile in his voice. “I think we should ask her in person, in a place where she can’t run away.”

Here on the Swan? I thought. If I didn’t work aboard, I could never afford a cruise myself. “How would Daisy afford a cruise?”

“I’ve been working my butt off, and it hasn’t gone unnoticed. I have two free passes for a one-week cruise. We could tell her she won a contest. No strings attached. Free vacation. New Orleans is the Swan’s home port.”

“You’d do that?” Depending on where you stayed aboard, cruising could be incredibly expensive. That made Ethan’s passes very valuable.

“I want to catch these guys as much as you do. Maybe more. This could be our best shot. It’s not easy pursuing criminals when your job is sailing a ship. So, why not bring the suspects aboard?”

It sounded too good to be true, yet I jumped at the chance. “When are you scheduled to be on board again?” And then I thought about it. “Are you scheduled to be on board? When you’ve finished your training, will you get a ship of your own?”

The idea was a stressful one. I’d worked aboard the Swan for a while now. I felt like I was finally familiar with the vessel.

“I’m not sure. Since the pandemic, there aren’t as many ships afloat. A bunch were sold off for parts. And who knows what the company will decide?” he said. “But don’t worry. I’ll find a way to make this work. We got this, honey.”

Despite my reservations, he brought out a smile. “You’re the best, Ethan.”

“We’re the best,” he said.

“Oh!” We made disgusting baby talk with each other and kissy noises. I didn’t care if anyone overheard. If he were aboard, there was no way Ethan would be caught dead making smooches and wuv yous at me. I reveled in it while I could.

“I should go. They’re not done with me,” Ethan said.

“Miss you,” I said.

“Miss you more.” He disconnected.

I wasn’t sure how to react. The kidnapping had been hanging over me for so long. Would this finally end it? More exciting, or frightening, where would Ethan end up? Back on the Swan or on another ship with his own command? Would I be able to go with him?

I headed back to where the others waited for me.

“What do you think Laura will be charged with?” The three of us headed for Cece’s room. I figured she would’ve had enough of it, but she didn’t have a cabinmate, and without the bunk bed, it felt bigger.

“Technically, Beau shares as much blame. And Yudini some. Conspiracy, then? Conspiracy to accidentally commit suicide?” Sam said. “That doesn’t sound like a satisfying end to this caper.”

“Or like an actual crime,” I said. “At least we can go back to our regular jobs. That’s a relief.”

“Boo!” Cece jeered as we arrived at the elevators. “I prefer this investigating stuff to cleaning toilets or even my new IT role. Funny how it takes up more of my time than housekeeping. I haven’t even touched my computer in days. Still, beats pulling T-shirts out of the toilet.”

“I’ll bet,” Sam said as we boarded the car.

“Oh, listen to you. You hardly have any VIPs left to take care of,” Cece said.

“Wow. That’s really morbid, Ceece.” I said. “Speaking of computers, Ethan said you were right, Cece. He’s got a line on the other girl who was kidnapped. Buzz’s sister,” I said.

“Sorry. I will say cleaning toilets is better than being sent to your room. And I told you that game wasn’t a waste of time, Addi.” Cece held the doors for us when they opened. As we approached her cabin, we heard the phone ring. She jogged in front of us, fumbling for her keycard.

Which was missing.

I hurried over, using my secret master key to let her in. She ran over to the room phone. “Hello?” she said breathlessly. Then her eyes went far away. “Oh, hi, Ryan.” She unconsciously patted her hair.

Sam rolled her eyes and sat on the bunk. “Is this smitten girl the same one chasing half-naked magicians around?”

Cece made a face at her and held up a hand. “What was that, boo?” Her features fell, eyes scooting to me. “Yeah. Right away.” She hung up, still looking me in the eye.

“What’s up?”

“We may have made a slight error in our case theory,” she said. “Ryan found something out. He wants to talk to us. It doesn’t sound good.”

“Oh, cornstalks! I thought we had this in the bag,” I said.

“We had that talk, didn’t we? About that word?” Sam said.

You could take the girl out of Nebraska… “Sorry. I’m just upset. We’ve been through the wringer. All of us. Now we’re wrong?” I said. This was the last thing I wanted to hear. Not after I told Ethan everything was fine. “I guess we should go see Dr. Ryan.”

“Don’t look so down about it!” Cece said. “First, we get to see my beau. Second, we’re not heading off to clean spaghetti and meatballs out of a shower. Third—”

I shook my head. “Let’s just get this over with. Don’t forget the keycard to your room.”

Cece studied the ceiling. Her mouth made a moue.

“Don’t tell me you lost that keycard too?”

“Okay. I won’t.” She backhanded me on the shoulder. “Let’s get going.”

The elevator let us out on the constitutional deck, and we headed inward toward the Swan’s centerline. Dr. Ryan sat at a desk looking at the bottle of DMT we’d uncovered. He gave us a look when we walked in.

“Cece said you had bad news?”

“I wanted to speak with you before informing the captain or security,” he said. “We need to be on the same page. I’ve been studying the DMT you found.”

“You have enough lab facilities to do that?” I asked. The medical bay was prepared for serious accidents or illnesses, but as far as I knew, there wasn’t a lot of diagnostic ability.

“No. But that doesn’t mean I can’t make a study and do some internet research. I found out that DMT, if brewed as a tea, is called ayahuasca. Indigenous peoples have used it for religious ceremonies. It’s a kind of hallucinogen, a psychotropic drug. The effects are short lived. On the more drastic side, a large enough dose of dimethyltryptamine will suppress the respiratory and circulatory systems, inducing a death-like coma. Doses bigger than that will cause death,” he said.

Something in his words brought me to the edge of an epiphany. “Is that what happened to Beau? An overdose?” I said.

“No.”

No? How could he know? Sure, he was a doctor, but only an autopsy could say for sure what killed Beau.

“Here, Cece. Give this a sniff. You’re the expert. Tell us what it is,” Dr. Ryan said.

“I’m taking computer marketing classes, not medical ones,” she said as he pushed the small vial over to her. She wafted some of it to her nose. Crinkled her face. “Bleh! That’s bleach.”

“Bleach?” I leaned forward. My nose burned when I sniffed. Sure smelled like bleach—but what did that mean? Whatever the epiphany I was onto now fled my thoughts.

“From the descriptions I’ve read online, DMT smells like burned plastic. New sneakers. Electronics from China. Not bleach.” The doctor moved the vial back to its plastic bag. “This leads me to believe that DMT is not the cause of Beau’s death.”

“But we fit it all so neatly together!” I said. Aw, cornstalks!

“Well, hang on. Would bleach kill him?” Sam asked. “Obviously, it’s not good for you. But if it's lethal, that would still be a murder weapon.”

“If Beau took an IM injection of bleach, he would know it. Sodium hypochlorite would immediately destroy blood cells and muscular tissue. It would be incredibly painful. If it got into his bloodstream, it would do even more damage. And maybe kill him,” Dr. Ryan said.

“We all saw Beau go in the glass coffin. He looked stressed, right? Supposedly, he and Milly rehearsed the act. He could do some meditation thing, calm his body, slow his breathing and all that,” I said.

“He certainly didn’t look calm,” Sam said. “I thought it was part of the act—that he was supposed to look like he was afraid. But maybe he was in pain. Too much pain to focus. Goodness, how awful would that be?”

I thought it over. The big screen over the stage. Milly’s flowing movements. There were plenty of opportunities for Milly to have given Beau an injection. Or for Beau to inject himself. Illusion was her trade. We never could’ve caught it. If Beau was expecting it, he wouldn’t have fought. But once the bleach started eating into him…

“Wow. Who do we hit up first?” Cece said. “Did Milly give him the injection? Surely, Milly’s not to blame. Was that part of her act? Or did Beau do it to himself? Because when you think about it, some swami fakir trick isn’t nearly as reliable.”

Sam eyed her. “He was in on some kind of plan with Lucky Laura. That’s where the DMT comes in. What if Yudini really did hate Beau’s guts and wanted to do him in? Because he was angry about losing his job to him? Or jealous he was working with Milly. He sure liked to gripe about big flashy tricks, though.”

“Let’s go try to shake Laura down. Maybe she’s sobered up some. Or gotten more drunk,” I said.

“But she’s in the brig,” Cece said.

“There isn’t always someone on guard. We might be able to talk to her,” Sam said. “Ask me how I know.”

“But,” I said. “Surely, Milly’s not to blame.”

Sam looked at me slowly. “You and Cece keep saying that.”

“What?”

“You both keep saying, ‘Surely, Milly’s not to blame.’”

Cece shrugged. “Because how could she be?”

“Well, it did look like an accident,” Sam admitted slowly. “We all saw it.”

“Can you do me a favor, Dr. Ryan?” I asked. “Give us some time before you call in the captain?”

“I won’t wait too long,” he said. “This could put my job on the line.”

Cece stepped up. “Just a little while, babe. I promise we’ll call you as soon as we find something.” Did she actually bat her eyelashes? “What do you say?” She gave him a smooch on the cheek.

Dr. Ryan sighed. “Don’t leave me hanging. All right?”

The lower decks of the ship were not nearly as pleasant as the decks the guests had access to. The brig was even less pleasant. Just a hallway with a few cells. Usually, the area was reserved for use as a drunk tank, but sometimes cruise lines played fast and loose with maritime law.

But when we arrived, there was no guard—and no one in any of the cells. The three of us stood in silence for a moment, then we all spoke at once. “Where is she?” “She couldn’t escape!” “Is she being questioned?”

“Ladies?”

We turned at the sound of a male voice. Judging from his uniform, he was one of the security staff. I though he was one of the guards who tried to put a robe on Laura. Would he be helpful? We didn’t have a lot of time before Dr. Ryan would be forced to report his findings to the command staff. “Um. We thought Laura Filipelli was down here.”

“That was the plan, but she talked Alan out of it. Convinced him that she should be confined to her quarters. And she’s a good-looking woman…” The guard shrugged.

Sometimes, it felt like I walked a hundred miles a day on the ship, and it was big enough to accommodate that kind of mileage, even if my feet weren’t. Back to the elevators and up to the VIP decks we went. Even before the doors slid open, we heard a commotion.

“You’re just stealing my act! You’re not a magician! You’re a witch!”

“I’m not the one with a hooked nose and warts!”

“Oo!”

We hurried down the corridor at the sound of a slap and then animal-like growling. A few of our wealthier guests stuck their heads out of their doors. Halfway down, we saw women struggling. Milly had two handfuls of Laura’s hair. Laura was waving her hands, trying to get in another slap. Holy cow…There was nothing in my training about dealing with a cat fight. Maybe in Sam’s?

“Stop it!” It was Cece who charged into the fray. She tried to get between Milly and Laura and got an elbow to the face for her trouble. She stumbled away. “Ow!”

“Hey, knock it off!” Sam said. Although she didn’t jump in.

“I’m calling security!” Down the hall, a little old lady slammed her cabin door. That was a better idea than I had. The magicians were really going at it.

Laura was still dressed in her bathing suit, although someone had talked her into a robe. Milly was in a robe and PJs. Laura got ahold of Milly’s lapels and slammed her into the bulkhead. Milly retaliated with a knee to Laura’s abdomen. The two of them fell to the floor, scratching, biting, slapping, pulling hair, kicking, and swearing so much that I blushed.

But Laura was the younger of the two and the fitter. She managed to fight her way on top of Milly. Then, gripping her hair with both hands, she started banging Milly’s head on the floor. Okay, this was getting way out of hand. Both Cece and I moved in to pull Laura away, but a sharp command stopped us.

“Stand aside!” I turned to see one of the security staff level a taser at Laura’s back. At the same time, I saw Milly’s hands come together. I couldn’t see what she was doing, but a blast and smoke filled the air, just like it did for her entrance. The taser fired with a crack of electricity. Laura half-stood before falling to her side, but since she had grabbed onto Milly, they both got a jolt.

Waving smoke out of the air, the taser guy—backed by another officer—pulled the women apart. Neither was very responsive. Milly made some strange noises as the guard pulled her away, but Laura did not.

The guard who tased her sucked in a gasp. “We need medical!” he shouted.

He put a finger on her neck and shook his head. The other guard was already on his radio. “Medical emergency on deck ten. Repeat, medical response needed immediately.”

Laura was not moving, and from her utter stillness, it didn’t look like she was about to cause any more trouble, any time soon.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Dr. Ryan gave us a very confused look as he breathed into the CPR mask over Laura’s face. The taser guy paced up and down the hall. A nurse ran down the corridor with a defibrillator in her arms. All this time on a ship without seeing one in use, and now two on the same cruise. Guess the company was right about those things.

Ryan held up his hand. “It’s okay, Shirl. She’s got a pulse. Let’s get her to sickbay.”

“Looks like we don’t need to inform you,” Cece shrugged.

“We need to get the other woman to medical as well,” Dr. Ryan said to the guards. “Secure the elevator. This one goes first.”

“Yes, doctor.” One of the security guys ran down the hall. The other, the taser man, had no color in his face. He kept running his hands through his hair.

“I didn’t think the taser would kill her!” the guard blurted.

“She’ll be fine,” Dr. Ryan assured him. He looked down at Laura. “I don’t think your weapon caused this.”

When two medics arrived pushing a gurney, the medics, Dr. Ryan, and the worried guard quickly lifted Laura onto the stretcher. Immediately, she was carted down the hall. Ryan followed, calling over his shoulder, “Stay with the other one, Shirley!”

The nurse crouched beside Milly. She took her pulse. It looked like she was doing it out of habit.

Cece raised her brows at me. “What the heck happened?”

“That explosion!” Sam said. “I thought it was a gun.”

“Flash powder,” I said. “I guess Milly takes it everywhere.”

Her disbelieving look was nearly cross-eyed when Cece said, “Even in her jammies? No wonder she’s single.”

“I don’t think so.” The guard had leaned Milly in a sitting position against the bulkhead. She was out of it but not as bad as Laura. When Shirley the nurse took her pulse, it gave me a chance to examine Milly’s hands. Specifically, her rings. Two of them were big and chunky. If you looked closely, you could see that one had an opened lid. I pointed it out to Sam and Cece. It made Shirly inch away from the magician.

“That’s totally medieval,” Cece said. “Rings with secret stuff inside? Talk about your sleight of hand.”

“But it looks like two rings,” Sam said, crouching down. Milly looked up at her, her expression dazed, as Sam lifted her hand. There were indeed two rings with secret compartments. I knew what was in one—flash powder and probably an igniter. We’d all seen her throwing lightning bolts during her act. But what was in the other?

Cece said ‘medieval,’ which led me to a dire conclusion: the other ring had held poison. Like Lucretia Borgia or something. We needed to let Dr. Ryan know. When the second gurney arrived, we followed it down to the sickbay.

“I am more than a little busy,” Dr. Ryan said when we followed Milly into the medical bay. He moved to her, flashing a light in her eyes.

“She’s got some kind of poison on her,” I said. “In her ring. Did Laura have powder residue on her face?”

“Yes,” Ryan said, giving me the eye. “Along with ash.”

“Flash powder,” I said. “Milly set both off when they were fighting. I’m guessing she was a little out of it since her head kept getting bounced off the floor.”

He faced Milly. “Miss Lexington, you need to tell me what was in your ring.”

Milly’s eyes rolled around before focusing on Dr. Ryan. Then she smiled. “Hi.”

“The ring, Milly,” he said in a stern voice. “What was inside the secret compartment?”

“Oh, just knockout powder. My own mixture. I’ll be fine in a minute. The flash was an accident. Sorry if I broke any fire codes.” She grinned sheepishly, chuckling.

“Never in a million years would I have guessed how much trouble a bunch of magicians would be,” Sam said under her breath. “Knockout powder? Explosions?”

“Not to mention homicides,” I said.

“You need to tell me what’s in it,” Dr. Ryan continued. “You’ve made Miss Filipelli quite ill. I need to figure out an antidote.”

“Oh, just some benzocaine, ketamine, chloral hydrate, and the pollen of a flower that blooms in the Amazon. Nothing harmful,” Milly said.

“Dosing someone with anesthetics is hardly unharmful,” the doctor said.

She shrugged and sat up. “I’ve gotten into tight spots. You never know where a magic career will lead you. And see? I’m fine.” Milly got off the gurney. “Remember the discussion we had earlier, Doctor. Remember.”

“Our discussion?” He stood motionless, expression blank. Milly headed out the door.

“Hey! Wait one second!” Dr. Ryan said, shaking his head, realizing she was leaving. But the magician ignored him, hurrying into the corridor and out of sight. He sighed. “If I didn’t have a patient in serious trouble…” He returned to Laura’s bed and checked her vitals on a machine over her head. “Well, I guess we have a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”

“Should we call Alan?” I said.

“I wouldn’t bother. She’s a VIP. I’m surprised they wanted to put Laura in the brig, even when she threw that bottle. The company won’t want the publicity, and I’m sure neither magician is going to press charges.”

“It wasn’t just the bottle. That was just the last straw,” Cece said.

Dr. Ryan went to a locked cabinet. He removed a vial and syringe. Once the needle was loaded, he gave Laura a shot.

“Will that bring her around?” I said. “We’ve got a lot of questions for her.”

Before Ryan could answer, Lucky Laura blinked her eyes and tried to sit up. Dr. Ryan urged her back down. “You should probably take it easy for a bit. You’ve been through a lot in a short time.”

“I feel like crap,” she croaked. “What happened?”

The doctor signaled one of the nurses. She came over with a bottle of water.

“You were drunk, drugged, tased, and beaten up,” Dr. Ryan said. “Probably enough damage for one day.”

Cece shrugged. “You’re also the prime suspect in two murders.”

“Cece…” Ryan gave her the eye.

“Murders?” Laura said. “Two murders?” She sat up. When she did, a keycard worked its way out of her robe pocket. I grabbed it before she could. Cece’s eyes went big. “Hey! That’s my room key.”

But it wasn’t a guest keycard; it was the kind staff members carried. And it was on a familiar pink lanyard. “This isn’t a room key.”

“Of course, it is.” She shrugged.

I sighed and turned the card over. It had Cece’s name scrawled in Sharpie. She took it from me. “How did you get this?” she asked Laura.

“You found it. It was in my pocket.”

Should I take pity on her? Like Ryan said, she’d taken a lot in the past hour. But with Cece’s card in her possession… “That card has been tracked. It opened the door to Beau’s room when he was murdered. Also the door to Yudini’s room—”

“Yudini was murdered?” Laura gasped.

“A hair was found on his body,” I said. “Long and pink. You were in cahoots with Harry Yu. He’s the one who got you the DMT, but that turned out to be something else. Bleach, actually. Maybe not fatal, but it was more than enough to throw him off his game during Milly’s act. No way could he calm himself and focus.”

“My God!” Laura said. Her eyes moved back and forth. She was imagining what Beau’s final moments must have been like. I could tell by the way her features collapsed. Tears ran down her cheeks.

“You are the prime suspect, Laura. Now we have all the evidence. Even the keycard. You’re the best pickpocket around, right? That gave you access. You and Beau were having a relationship. More than a fling. And you couldn’t stand him working with Mastermind Milly. You killed Yudini because he was a witness, a co-conspirator.”

Laura sobbed. “No! None of that is true. Except for the pickpocket part. You’re right, I’m the best. But I couldn’t kill Beau!” Even upset, I noticed she managed to get a plug in.

“Technically, you didn’t. Milly was the one who wrapped his head in plastic, but surely, Milly’s not to blame. She couldn’t know Beau wasn’t putting himself in a trance but that he was actually in a huge amount of pain.” I looked at Dr. Ryan.

He nodded. “He would’ve been suffering greatly once injected.”

“And I wouldn’t kill Harry! Don’t you see? He hated Milly as much as Beau and I did. He was part of our plan.”

“What would make me think you couldn’t kill your co-conspirators? You already had a scapegoat in Milly. With her as the doer, she’d go down for it. Or so you thought.”

Laura wiped the tears from her eyes. She looked at me with determination and more than just a glare of anger. “That wasn’t the plan at all.”

“So, what was the plan?”

We all stood around waiting for her response.

“He was supposed to die,” Laura finally said. “Just not… permanently.”

Cece snorted. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That’s why I was requested to be on the scene?” Dr. Ryan said.

“That was Milly’s bit. Her idea of showmanship.” Laura rolled her eyes. “So lame! Why is she so famous? It just so happened that her lack of imagination played perfectly into our plan, too.”

“What was your plan, Laura?” I asked.
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The corners of Laura’s mouth turned down. “It was ingenious. On another level. Beau and I came up with it together, but we were missing a piece. Beau could only do the bradycardia meditation for a short time. That’s where Harry Yu came in.

“He’d done a lot of performances around the world in places where so-called psychic surgeons and fakirs performed. Their schtick were tricks just like any magician, yet they claimed their magic was real. For alms. To gather patients for a medical quack. It takes a higher level of skill to con people, not just entertain them with illusions,” she said.

“But the slowed heart and breath—that was for real, wasn’t it?” Cece asked.

“Parasympathetic innervation,” Laura nodded. “You hear that it can fake death, but I’m sure the good doctor here will tell you that he would observe a patient for some time before declaring death. Reduced heart and respiration aren’t the same as the absence of it.”

“That’s right,” Dr. Ryan said. “I was told that I was only to say that Beau appeared to be dead, not thoroughly examine him.”

“Harry knew a better way,” Laura said. “You uncovered it. Even though none of you understood what it was for.”

“The DMT,” Sam said. “Dr. Ryan said that a large enough dose could produce a coma.”

“What was the plan, then? Dose Beau and—what? Put him in the morgue?”

Laura shocked me with her answer. “Yes. That was the plan exactly. Once he was in the cooler, I would go to the morgue and free him. I’d have Yudini with me. As an escape artist, he could’ve gotten Beau out, even if the morgue drawer was locked. We were going to stay with him until he came out of it and then hide him.”

Checking my friends’ faces, I saw that they didn’t know where this was going, either.

“When I did my act, I would bring Beau back to life. Spectacularly. We were counting on you, Adrieanne, to post Beau’s face, his death, all over the place until everyone aboard learned of his death during a magic trick.

“That way, my trick would be spectacular. Like real magic. Milly’s old trick would look like what it was. Pathetic,” Laura said. For a moment, her face brightened. But only for a moment. Then it crashed back into sorrow.

“He hated her! She was a horrible person! Harry Yu hated her! This was our big chance to put her out of show business. Milly would be so humiliated, she wouldn’t be able to show her face on stage again.

“I don’t know where the bleach came from. Or how my hair got on Harry Yu. Or how the keycard ended up in my room.” She blinked. “I have been drinking more than usual on this boat.”

If I thought Milly’s trick was extreme, Laura’s twist on it walked the line of criminal. Beau was supposed to be doped up enough to appear dead. Really dead. Like a doctor can’t tell dead. Which meant that he would be very close to truly dying—if the dose of DMT didn’t actually kill him.

Even if she were crying innocent, how innocent was she? By her own admission, part of her trick was killing a man.

“You know, I really can’t buy your claims. Not based on the evidence. I can’t see why you shouldn’t remain confined to quarters. Sorry.” I shrugged.

Dr. Ryan shook his head. “I want to keep her here for observation.”

“You’re the doctor,” I said. “But after that—”

“No, it wasn’t me. I swear! I wasn’t anywhere near the theater when Beau died,” she said.

I didn’t believe it. “You have an alibi?”

“Of course, I do! Like I said, Harry and I were going to bust Beau out of the morgue. Where else would I be?” she said.

“Be nice if Harry was still around to verify that,” I said.

“There must be some way. Cameras on the lower decks? In the morgue?” she said.

Dr. Ryan shook his head. “We don’t have many cameras down there. Certainly not in the morgue. Why would we?”

“Well, we were trying not to be seen,” Laura said. “So, of course no one saw us. We’re professionals. Oh! But wait! I remember someone.”

“Someone who saw you?” I asked. “A staff member? Crew?” Because unless you were a sneaky magician, the public wasn’t allowed below decks.

“No. Someone I saw. He was hiding as much as we were. Yes, a member of the crew for sure. He had on a uniform.”

I thought it over for a second. But I couldn’t figure it out. “Hiding? Why would a crew member be hiding down on the lower decks?”

Laura broke out with a big, relieved smile.
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“Really? I pick up trash all the time. Now it’s part of investigating?” Cece said.

“It’s not really trash if it’s a clue,” I said. “If Laura was telling the truth, then there would be trash lying around. It’ll prove that she was telling the truth about why the crew member was there.”

“And if we don’t find anything? That doesn’t prove she was lying, does it?”

“No,” I admitted. “They could’ve taken their trash with them. But most likely, it’ll be lying on the floor where Laura said she’d seen them. Right near the morgue.”

Sam pointed. “The morgue is right down there.” Her voice was a whisper.

Doors were set in alcoves on the starboard side of the hall, just deep enough to slip into if you didn’t want someone to see you. If you were crew with a master keycard, you could also open a door and vanish into one of the storage rooms without being spotted. Just like the person Laura claimed to have seen.

“Laura said three doors down, right?” Cece said.

“Shh!”

Cece looked at Sam. “You nervous about something?”

“No! It’s just…”

“You’re afraid of the morgue,” Cece said.

“Am not!”

I held up a hand before the inevitable “Are too!” Cece frowned. “This is Laura’s only chance to keep from getting locked in her room and turned over to the cops when we reach port.”

“You don’t even believe her,” Sam said.

“You’re right about that, but we have to be thorough. If she has an alibi, and we can verify it, it’s our job to do that. So look around,” I said.

“I don’t have to look around. I used to be down here all the time,” Cece said. “A bunch of housekeeping supplies are stored here. Toilet paper, disinfectant, glass cleaner. Soaps.” She pointed out each door.

We searched the floor. It might have been helpful if it wasn’t painted white. Then, Sam spotted it. “Here we go.”

She squatted down next to the toilet paper door. I saw it. A cigarette butt. Cece walked over and unlocked the storage room with her newly found card. “Dang. Laura’s right.”

A bunch more butts were pushed into the room, out of sight. She said she spotted someone hiding down here to smoke a cigarette. That was absolutely not allowed. Not only was smoking restricted to certain areas, but smoking in a room full of toilet paper?

“Deck five forward, starboard and port. Deck eleven aft, port. I get asked where the smoking areas are all the time,” Sam said. “You sure can’t smoke down here. That’ll get you fired.”

“But Laura said she saw someone sneaking down to grab a smoke when she was hiding and waiting for them to bring Beau to the morgue. And it looks like she’s telling the truth,” I said.

Cece shrugged. “I’ve never found anyone smoking down here. Must not be from housekeeping. Works different hours.”

“This is something the captain needs to know. And Alan. I mean, I don’t care if people smoke, but I don’t want the ship to burn down. I guess the important thing is we need to scratch Laura off the suspect list.” Which was a bummer because everything pointed to her. We didn’t have a better suspect.

I took out my cellphone. “I’ll call the captain. Can you call Dr. Ryan, Ceece? Let him know he isn’t watching over a killer?”

“Any excuse.” She smiled.

We made our calls as we headed to the elevator.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Let’s head to Staff Mess Two and grab something,” Sam said. “Then I’m going to lie down.”

Cece hung up. “Need to catch up on my game. Use my new sword. Food would be good.”

I wasn’t hungry. The case had fallen apart. Although lying down in the dark for a while sounded good. The captain wouldn’t be happy to hear about someone smoking below decks. I hoped he didn’t want to shoot the messenger.

It was only a couple decks up to the crew galley. Even though I wasn’t in the mood, I grabbed a tray and got in line. Given the different schedules of crew members, there was almost always something to eat. I snagged a couple OJs and a plate of pasta.

“C’mon, Addi. At least get some dessert.” Cece elbowed me. “It’s brain food.”

“I don’t want to do any thinking right now.”

“In that case, we should’ve hit up the Hemingway Bar,” Sam said. “Get a bucket of margaritas and drown our sorrows. They have appetizers.” In the meantime, she loaded a plate as tall as I’d ever seen. You got good at that, working cruises.

“Eating and drinking isn’t going to solve our problem. We still have two murders. And now we have zero suspects.” I sighed. “What am I going to tell the captain? What am I going to tell Ethan?”

“No skin off my nose if we need to keep after this,” Cece shrugged. “Heck, it almost feels like we’re stretching this thing out.”

I blinked. “What did you say?”

“Don’t get mad,” Cece said. “I’m just enjoying this job more than my regular one.”

“I’m not mad, I’m…” What was I? Confused. Tired. Frustrated. Not very hungry. I pushed my plate aside. “We just need a break.”

“A break in the case?” Sam said.

“No. Time off. A nap. Or sleep. I have no idea what time it is. I feel like this cruise has been one long day,” I said.

“I know, right? We’ve been all over the ship. My feet hurt. My brain needs video games—or some quality time with my doctor.” Cece smiled. “Although I’m tired of visiting the sickbay. Maybe I’ll text him. Have him meet me.”

“What about your online classes?” Sam said. “Have you been keeping up while you’re galivanting around with Addi? A marketing job would beat being a boat maid any day.”

“Only if the marketing job was on a boat. With lots of gourmet food. Nice views. Shuffleboard.” She shrugged. “Guess I’m a boat bum. If only I could live aboard full time. As long as they changed the menu between stops. It makes me crazy when I have to eat from the same menu for more than one cruise. You can get sick of lobster and prime rib if you have it all the time,” Cece said.

“I’ve had enough for today. I’ll try to figure out who the killer is tomorrow. Not early. Don’t wake me, Sam.”

We bussed our table and headed to our cabins. There was so much on my mind, I couldn’t think straight. I crashed on my bunk without undressing. Of course, sleep would be fleeting. In addition to my failures on this case, I was also stressing over my kidnapping.

“You know what I don’t get?” Sam said from her bunk.

“You’re asking me?”

“Oh, don’t be so hard on yourself. You know how Cece got in trouble so many times for losing her master keycard, right? So how did she lose it this time? Lucky Laura is supposed to be the best pickpocket in the world and all that, but Cece wears it around her neck on that pink lanyard now.”

I thought about it but just for a split second. “Well, like you said. Best pickpocket in the world.”

“Huh. I guess.” It didn’t sound like she believed it. “Another thing. When Alan confined Cece to her quarters, he didn’t ask for her master keycard.”

“We’ve had the same training about the ship,” I said. “If they turn off the door lock in the system, you can’t unlock it from the inside. Not unless there’s a fire alarm or something.”

“So, how did Laura get out to get in that cat fight with Milly?”

“I said we had the same training.”

When she didn’t reply, I opened my eyes to see her standing there, staring. “Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine. Just tired. I need to sleep. Don’t worry about me.” I turned over.
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Iwoke in a one-room cabin, wooden walls, plywood for a window, naked bulb dangling from above. It felt like the blood turned into cold acid in my heart, my stomach. The kidnap room. Slowly, I got up from where I lay in the corner. Pushed at the boarded window. Tried the knob. Locked, of course.

Acrid and choking, a smell filled the air. Like a campfire. Wood smoke. Then I nearly screamed. The room was on fire! Pressing up against the door, I cried for help. My hand kept twisting the knob. Where was the fire alarm? The door would open if the alarm went off!

With a gasp of clear air, I sat up on my bunk. My face was damp with sweat. I sat, happy to be alive and not in that shack and not on fire. Then, I wondered if finally solving my kidnapping would stop the nightmares. It was probably my call with Ethan that set me off. But no, I wasn’t going to blame him. Nightmares weren’t anybody’s fault.

Since our cabin wasn’t on the outside of the ship, it was pitch black. I read the red digital numbers on the clock. Eight o’clock. Day or night? I slid over and turned on the lamp. I was still wearing my uniform from yesterday. Sam was gone. I took a shower, hoping I’d have some idea what to do while I washed off. Sometimes, I had my best ideas in the shower.

Not this time.

Sam returned while I brushed out my hair. “C’mon. Let’s grab Cece. The two of you need to talk to someone.”

I put the brush down. “Who?”

“Just… c’mon.”

“Coffee?”

“Later. Here.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a juice box.

Good enough. I stabbed it with a straw and almost immediately sucked the box dry. Cece was ready to go when we knocked on her door. “Where are we going so urgently so early in the morning?”

“Early? It’s after eight!” Sam said. “We’re going up to the VIP decks.”

“Are we working with you today?” Cece asked.

Sam laughed. “No, you two need to talk to a specialist. You aren’t making sense.”

“Oh, that’s silly.” Cece hit Sam’s arm with the back of her hand. “We’re fine. If I need a specialist, I’ll go see Ryan.”

“Ryan’s a GP, not a specialist. Besides, I don’t think you’re sick,” Sam said. “Not exactly. But I know there’s something wrong. He’s agreed to talk to you so try to be polite.”

He who? I didn’t ask. Sam led the way, knowing the guests on these decks. She knocked on a door. When it opened, I was surprised to see Dangerous Dan. He looked… normal. No sequined jumpsuit. No cape. Chinos and a dress shirt with a tie, and a welcoming smile on his face, put him at odds with the arrogant performer.

“This is a real pleasure,” Dan beamed. “I haven’t entertained any guests on this cruise. And why have such a nice cabin with no one to show it off to?”

The man ingratiated himself to me with a carafe of coffee and donuts already ordered from room service. It was set up on the deck, offering a view of clear skies and choppy seas. There was no trace of the master prestidigitator, just a sweet older man. Perhaps a lonely one. Even the essential tremor in his hands was at a lull.

“Donuts? You are the man, Dangerous Dan,” Cece smiled.

“Sit, sit.” He put his back to the view as he took a seat. “I love a sinker in the morning once in a while. Even if my diabetes doesn’t.” He chuckled at that.

“This was a lot more than I expected,” Sam said. “Thank you, Dan.”

He colored slightly. “No need for thanks. Pretty young ladies in my cabin? I’ll take that any day.”

We laughed at this, a little nervously. But Dan didn’t pursue his flirtations any further. “Well, guess we should get down to brass tacks.”

“Yeah. I’m curious why Sam asked to see you,” Cece said. “Although, if I knew donuts would be involved, I’d have paid a visit earlier.” She elbowed me with a smirk.

I was more than curious. Eyeing Sam, I had to wonder what she was up to. My bestie didn’t let on.

Dan dropped a bombshell. “Sam says the two of you seem to be hypnotized.”

Cece’s jaw fell. She blinked rapidly.

I shook my head. “She says…”

“Can you un-hypnotize them?” Sam asked.

The heck? “We aren’t…”

“Hypnotism isn’t exactly the thing that’s portrayed on TV and in film. In my act, I used to hypnotize volunteers from the audience. Had them make animal sounds to the tune of Strauss’ Blue Danube Waltz.”

Dan gazed into the cabin for a moment, eyes far away, and made motions like he was directing an orchestra. “Da-da-da-da-dah. Dee-dee. Dee-dee. Huh. It was always a showstopper. Maybe I should bring it back.”

Sam cleared her throat.

“Right. Hypnotism. Posthypnotic suggestion can be a powerful thing, but it can’t control you. Not fully. When I hypnotize my audience to make animal sounds, they secretly want to be entertaining, even if they aren’t exactly in control of their faculties. I couldn’t make you do something you were opposed to. And while I can bring people out of their trance, I can’t undo any suggestion made to you,” Dan said. “Do you remember being hypnotized?”

“No!” Cece said right away.

I held back. The time in the hot tub with Milly, which was weird in itself, left me feeling with an odd sensation. “…Maybe?”

Cece kicked my ankle under the table. “Really?” she whispered.

“There are signs,” Dan said. “Have you experienced any lost time? Trouble knowing what time of day it is?”

“Nnn…” Cece’s brows came together before she could finish the negative.

“Eyes tearing up? Flushing? Tingling hands?”

Not that I remembered.

“Narrow focus?” Dan went on. “Ignoring outside stimulus? Repeating phrases over and over?”

“No,” I said. Cece too.

“Yes!” Sam said. “I can’t believe you don’t know what I’m talking about. First, it was about posting your interview, then it was, ‘Surely, Milly’s not to blame,” and last was that we’ve had the same training, Laura is the best pickpocket. I can’t believe you aren’t aware of this.”

Dan shrugged. “She wouldn’t be.”

“When did I say all that?” I asked.

“Every time I asked how a pickpocket could get the lanyard off Cece’s neck,” Sam said. “And every time I asked you how Laura got out of her room. And every time we talked about Milly.”

“Laura is the best pickpocket in the world,” Cece said.

“We’ve had the same training about the ship,” I said in exasperation.

“Surely, Milly’s not to blame,” Cece said.

Sam sat back. Gave Dan a shrug. “See? When I researched it online… well, I thought I should come to Dan. Another magician. One who was part of our childhoods on public television. Maybe we can trust him.”

“A pickpocket is a master of misdirection. You never see one coming. There’s sometimes a bump, a jostle. But lifting something in front of your eyes?” Dan said. He filled his mug with coffee.

Cece just told him the truth. “Laura is the best—”

Dan clapped his hands together. “Pay attention to me! Listen to my words carefully. Have a donut. Relax. Just… relax… all you hear… is the sound… of my… “

…voice. You are feeling very sleepy. Utterly relaxed…

Something shifted, a chill in my heart. Had I heard those words before? I was too sleepy, too relaxed to remember.

If something happened, I didn’t know what it was, but all of a sudden, the shadows on the deck jumped straighter. Sam stared at me with eyebrows up. Dan poured himself another cup of coffee. He hadn’t drunk the last cup. A shudder moved through my body. At the same time, I felt very rested.

“It makes me angry, a professional magician using her skills for evil purposes,” Dangerous Dan said. “Violates the magicians’ code. We can’t have that. She needs to be drummed out of the profession. The others will agree with me.”

Using her skills…

Not Laura’s pickpocket skills. Because Dan was right. And Sam had been right since last night. Even if you could steal a watch or a wallet without your victim knowing it, that was not the same as pulling it off when the victim could see what you were doing.

“It wasn’t Laura?” Cece said, her voice whispery.

I gasped as memories flooded my mind. “We’ve been so stupid!”

“No, you’ve been misdirected, convinced that you were on the right track, even in the face of the evidence. You’ve been doing the best job you could, but something in the back of your mind told you that it was not right,” Dan said. “You were unsatisfied with your work because even your subconscious fought against it. Yes?”

Cece frowned at me. “Yeah. Usually, we celebrate when a case gets solved. But this time, I just felt tired. Like it was no big deal, finding a killer.”

I remembered that sense as well. But now, I remembered not thinking it was strange, not understanding that something was off. And yes, feeling so exhausted, having no idea what time it was, waking up not knowing if it was day or night. None of it occurred to me as being weird at the time. Now, it felt like my brain was really waking up. Like I had been living a bad dream.

“Gee, how dumb are we? We even saw her doing it during her act,” Cece said.

“Not your fault.” Dan smiled.

“Mastermind Milly Lexington!” Thoughts rushed in.

“So, now do you agree you’d been hypnotized?” Sam asked, looking at Cece and me curiously.

Cece pressed her lips together, clearly thinking back. I was thinking back, too, to the time in the hot tub.

I told them about it, how I felt a bit woozy after. “I’d even wondered if I’d been hypnotized, but then I told myself that hypnotism wasn’t real. I thought maybe I’d just felt extra relaxed after being in a hot tub with essential salts and all that.”

Sam and Dan were nodding.

“That must’ve been the first time,” Dan said. “Although, even if she did hypnotize you, that doesn’t necessarily mean she did anything else criminal.”

“Ye-es,” I said slowly.

“Maybe that time in the hot tub she just wanted you to write positive articles about her on social media,” Sam said, trying to sound optimistic.

I nodded. “That must’ve been it. But then later, she must’ve convinced me that it wasn’t her fault about Beau. Why would she be so intent on convincing me of that unless it actually was her fault?”

I turned to Dan. “Why didn’t you tell us sooner, about Milly hypnotizing us?”

Dan looked at me, puzzled. “But I did. Everyone saw her act where she hypnotized those people on stage. I told you ladies they’d been hypnotized. I didn’t think she would go so far as to hypnotize people outside of her act.”

“It’s against the magician’s code,” Sam said.

Dan nodded. “Absolutely. But Milly never was one for that code.”

Sam looked at me and Cece carefully. “And you two seemed normal most of the time. I couldn’t place my finger on anything wrong other than you repeating that one phrase. But that happens sometimes.”

“That’s why you went to Dan?”

She nodded. “Let’s play devil’s advocate,” Sam said. “Maybe she was just covering her bases. Staying safe and out of the investigation.”

“Then why steal my master keycard?” Cece asked.

“Maybe that was really Laura all along?” I said.

“No, we know it wasn’t Laura,” Cece said morosely. “She didn’t steal the card.”

I nodded. “And the only way it could’ve been in Laura’s pocket is if Milly slipped it in during the catfight. A catfight that Milly staged just to make Laura look guilty.”

“So, Milly used the card to get Laura out of her room,” Sam said.

“She must’ve,” I agreed. “And then she framed Laura. But with that card, Milly could’ve easily framed Laura with the syringes and broken into Yudini’s cabin to kill him.”

We sat in silence for a bit, trying to make sure the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle fit into place. Were there any bits we were missing? No, it didn’t seem like it. If Milly was the one who’d stolen Cece’s card, then she could easily have planted evidence on Laura.

I told them my theory, and Dan shrugged. “You just need to prove it, now. I’m hoping you can finally put an end to this case and find justice for poor Harry Yu and Beau Bourbon.”

“Except…” Sam bit her lower lip. “What if the two of you weren’t the only ones?”

“You’re saying other people on the ship were hypnotized?”

“Sure. Think about it. You and Cece aren’t the only ones letting things go.”

It was obvious once the veil was lifted.

“Alan,” I said. “The captain, too?”

“Certainly some of the security staff,” Sam said.

I nodded. “If she didn’t hypnotize me just for publicity, then she’s really nefarious. She wouldn’t just stop at me and Cece. She’d go after anyone who could suspect her of murder.”

Cece’s mouth made a big O. “Ryan too?”

Remember the discussion we had earlier, Doctor. Remember, Milly had said before walking out of sickbay. The revelations kept coming, each one worse than the one before.

But none of those compared to my sudden realization of what this whole mess was leading to. “Holy macaroni and cheese! Is today disembarkation day? I can’t recall disembarking at Cozumel.”

“I assure you we did. I’ve got the duty-free leather jacket and turquoise belt buckle in my suitcase to prove it,” Dan chuckled.

I gave Sam a sharp look.

“We did. And yes, we return to New Orleans this evening.”

I felt horrified. “Did I just sleepwalk through this entire cruise?”

Sam frowned at me. “No, you actually seemed really normal to me. Other than those phrases you repeated, I mean, you were your usual self.”

Dan nodded. “Usually, if it’s an ongoing hypnosis, you have a bit of memory loss afterward is all.”

“Ongoing hypnosis?” I didn’t like the sound of that.

Dan explained. “If she just hypnotized you once, like in that hot tub, the suggestion would wear off soon enough. But she got in some repeated exposure, maybe some of which you don’t remember, where she would’ve repeated the phrase that stuck in your mind. “You can’t blame Milly,” or whatever it was.”

“And she would’ve done the same with whoever else she hypnotized?” I asked. “Dr Ryan, Alan?”

“That’s why she kept going into the sickbay,” Cece growled. “No one gets their claws into my man.”

Cece stood up, ready to pry Milly off Dr Ryan with her bare hands.

But I had other worries. It looked more and more like Milly had hypnotized multiple people—and more and more like she had killed both Beau and Yudini in cold blood.

“We have to find Milly. She’s going to try to get off the ship before we nail her.”

Dan stood up. “Do you want my help?”

I looked him over. While I didn’t want to put Dangerous Dan in any actual danger, I nodded. “We might need you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


“It’s so obvious!” Cece said for the fifth time. “How did we miss it?”

“We were meant to miss it. The same way Alan ignored the fact that Milly carries explosives in her rings. The way Dr. Ryan didn’t press the fact that she also carries some kind of drug, too—or maybe poison—to kill Lucky Laura.” We headed for the lagoon deck. The magicians seemed to favor the pool there, and the Hemingway Bar.

I took out my phone, looking for Alan’s office. When he answered, I greeted him with: “It’s Milly. Can you track her with the card key system?”

“That system has been rebooted due to a glitch,” he said.

“Any idea where she might be?”

“That system has been rebooted due to a glitch.”

We exchanged looks. We’d suspected it, but really, Alan, too?

It made sense. Milly had set off one of her flash powder rings on the VIP deck. He should’ve thrown her in the brig for that. Fires at sea were no joke. But we couldn’t count on him. Maybe not even to arrest her. And we were running out of time.

“Alan,” I said.

“The system—”

“Thanks, Alan. Let me get back to you.” I disconnected as the elevator doors opened on the bright deck. The pool and the bar were busy, as usual. I scanned the crowd for a sign of Mastermind Milly.

“No help from Alan?” Sam asked.

“I think Milly put the whammy on him, too,” I said. “Let’s spread out and cover the whole starboard deck.”

“Should we go to the captain?” Cece asked. “She couldn’t hypnotize him, right? He’s driving a thousand-foot, three-hundred-thousand-ton vehicle toward a populated city.”

For the moment, I couldn’t think about that. We still had hours before the Swan reached the docks. Our first priority had to be tracking down Milly Lexington. She’d killed two people, including a guy she worked with for years. What else could she be capable of? “I’ll go starboard with Sam. Cece and Dan, check the port side of the pool.”

“Port is left, right?” Cece said.

“How long have you been working on a cruise ship?” Sam said. “Port is left, yes.”

We searched, moving on each side of the lagoon pool. Beach balls were tossed around to the sound of Marco Polo and laughter. I took a moment to check the horizon forward. No sign of land yet.

“Brilliant Benny,” I heard Cece say.

Sam and I exchanged a look and hurried over. He sat at a table wearing the consistent hoodie and shades—but over a pair of board shorts and flipflops. It didn’t surprise me that he was sitting with Kelly Cline.

“Well, hello,” Kelly said. “Long time, no see. You know, filling in for you makes me miss the old days when I was a customer liaison, Sam. It’s so much fun.”

Benny looked like he might not agree, but it was tough to tell with the sunglasses. He sipped a cocktail from a pineapple.

“Have either of you seen Milly Lexington?” I asked.

Benny shook his head, but Kelly brightened up. “I’ve spoken with her, and she’s agreed to do a final show before we reach port. Doesn’t that put a wonderful cap on this trip? She should be in the theater in less than half an hour. Oh, Addi, I know you’re busy, but maybe you could post that to the ship’s web site?”

“She isn’t going to do a final show. Milly won’t be performing anymore. Not outside of jail,” I said.

“Doesn’t that put a wonderful cap on this trip?” Kelly said again.

Oh, no. Kelly too? To my surprise, Brilliant Benny took off his sunglasses and gave Kelly a long look.

Then he turned to Dan. “Is this what I think it is?” he asked.

Dan shrugged.

“Was I like that?” I asked Sam. “Saying the same thing constantly?”

“You weren’t that bad,” Sam said. “Mostly you were acting and talking completely normally. You were even being quite thorough with your investigation.”

“Then why are Kelly and Alan only saying the same sentence over and over again?” I asked Dan.

“It’s not looking good,” he said grimly. “She must’ve hypnotized them in a rush, not done a proper job.”

“And if she did it in a rush,” I said slowly, “Then she’s hurrying to get off the ship. To get away from the investigation and anyone who might try to take her down.”

Dan looked at Kelly seriously. “Miss Cline, can you tell us where Milly is? It’s very important. People may get hurt.”

Kelly smiled a bright smile. “Doesn’t that put a wonderful cap on this trip?”

“Hypnotized?” Benny asked us.

“By Milly. Seems she’s been doing that a lot,” I said. “She murdered Beau Bourbon and Harry Yu.” And she’s been slipping from our fingers this whole time. She even went after Lucky Laura, and she was lucky to survive.”

“I gotta say, Milly is normally an expert hypnotist. You’ve seen her show. She can put someone under, deep under, very quickly. It’s the better part of her act,” Benny said. “You say she killed her assistant and Yudini?”

“Yeah,” I said. “And unless we find her, she’s going to do a permanent disappearing act once we reach port.”

Kelly kept smiling. “I don’t know about you, but I’m looking forward to one more performance. I think the passengers will love it, too.”

“Do you think you can snap her out of it?” Dan asked.

Brilliant Benny pulled out a deck of cards. “I think I can amaze her out of it. If Milly’s out of control, though, you’re going to need more backup.”

Dan sighed. “A magical showdown.”

Benny shuffled his deck then flipped the cards through the air from one hand to the other—a spring flourish. “Looks that way. Just like back in the Howard Thurston and Houdini days.”

Dan nodded, features grim. “The golden age of magic.”

Having no idea what they were talking about, I needed to figure out our next move. “If she’s not out here, where do you think she is? Her cabin?” I said.

“Kelly says she’ll perform in the theater. Do you think she could be setting up?” Cece asked.

“No, I think that’s just a ruse. Misdirection.” Goodness knows, I was sick of misdirection. “Maybe the International Buffet.”

“Oh, hang on one second,” Sam said urgently. “You just said she went after Lucky Laura.”

“And Ryan—he’s been hypnotized, too!” Cece said.

“We’d better get to sickbay,” I said. “She might try again. Maybe Laura knows more than she’s saying.”

Sam shrugged. “I don’t see why she wouldn’t be hypnotized like everybody else.”

“Not me,” Benny said. “I can’t be hypnotized.”

“Me, neither,” Dan said. “So I’d better go with you girls.”

Benny spring flourished the cards back into his other hand. “I’ll meet you there. Say, Kelly, can I show you a trick?”

We left him to hopefully snap Kelly out of her trance. We hurried to the elevator and the constitutional deck and then toward the interior and sickbay. There weren’t many passengers in the corridor. They were probably taking advantage of the Swan’s entertainment before the cruise was over.

When we finally reached the sickbay, we found Milly standing over Laura with a knife.

“Ryan! She’s going to kill Laura!” Cece said.

Milly flashed an angry look at us. “Remember our conversation!” she shouted.

While her words made Dr. Ryan freeze in place, we charged into the room.

“Oh, shoot. Dangerous Dan!” She scowled at him as she raised both fists at us.

“Lookout! She’s gonna—”

Loud bangs and flashes followed, and then a billow of smoke that filled the sickbay. As I ran forward to grab her, a knife whirled out of the cloud. It stuck to the wall behind me, vibrating with an audible twang. Yikes!

“We can’t do this, Addi. This is a job for security,” Sam said.

If we let her get away, I was certain she’d hide out somewhere, come up with a disguise, and walk off the gangway to freedom when we docked. We couldn’t let her escape. At the same time, what were we supposed to do about it? With her serious stage magic tricks, she was walking around the ship armed.

The other side of things, her hypnotic influence on people, was a wildcard. We couldn’t easily tell who was under her suggestion. It was just crazy.

Benny came through the door, waving the smoke away. “Looks like I missed the action.”

“Milly took off. We need more backup to bring her in. Can you help the doctor break out of his trance? He might have to tend to Laura. I don’t know if Milly did anything to her. But we’ve gotta get to the security office,” I said.

“Let me stay with my boo,” Cece said. “Maybe I can help.”

“What’s going on?” Dr. Ryan coughed. “Cece, when did you get here? Why is the sickbay full of smoke? Should I pull the fire alarm?”

I nodded. “Stay with him. Try to get him to remember what happened after Milly hypnotized him. We may need him to convince Alan.”

“You don’t think we can do it?” Sam asked.

“She’s always been a slippery one,” Dangerous Dan said. “If she doesn’t want to be found, it’ll be hard to ferret her out. If she really wants someone under her power, it will take another hypnotist to break her spell.”

“We aren’t talking about witches here,” Sam said. “You guys are stage magicians. Smoke and mirrors. Sleight of hand. Tricks.”

“Milly’s already used a bunch of so-called tricks to put you off her trail. And to escape this medical office. Sure, it’s all tricks, but really effective ones,” Dan said.

“Done with dangerous apparatus,” Benny agreed with a scoff. “Because if it’s not dangerous, it’s not that entertaining. Let me try to get the doctor here thinking clearly. You go get help to track Milly down.”

Mastermind Milly, I thought, a stage name that had come true. More like evil mastermind, I thought. Even when we were free of her spell, she continued to outfox us. She’d managed to turn everything upside down.

We hurried to the security office. It used to be I’d go to the first officer’s office on the upper decks for help or to report on a case, when Ethan was that officer. I missed him more than ever right now. His calm, his broad shoulders.

Milly was turning out to be way beyond dangerous. Even though I’d never seen a gun onboard the ship, I thought they must have a stash somewhere. On second thought, what if she’d hypnotized a security officer who picked up a weapon? How far did her hypnotism extend? For Cece and me, Milly just pushed thoughts of her out of our heads. That made us follow clues in a different way and pointed us right at Lucky Laura. No doubt, she’d set all those clues up.

Outside the office, I knocked on the door.

“Come!” Alan called.

We burst in. “Alan, Milly Lexington just set off her flash powder in the sickbay. She’s the killer,” I said.

He turned slowly toward us and looked a little glassy-eyed. “That system has been rebooted due to a glitch.”

I didn’t recognize a woman coming in from the rear office. She wore a trim uniform, white shirt with two pockets, epaulets with a single stripe on her shoulders, and white pants. A standard white combo cap with a black bill sat atop dark hair tied in a ponytail. She glanced at the security chief and then turned toward us, nodding and hurrying toward the door. I gasped, recognizing her at last. She took a pistol from the pocket of her uniform pants and smiled.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Milly!

Without her wild blonde hair, her witchy, flowing, silk and rhinestone clothes, I barely recognized her. She put an index finger up to her lips and gestured to the door behind her with the weapon. “Don’t make me shoot someone. I just want to get off this boat.”

“You’ve already killed—”

Sam had the gun pointed at her face for speaking. Milly angled her head to the back offices. Reluctantly, we followed her direction. I gave Alan a glance as we left the main office. His eyes were glued to the monitor in front of him.

The office was cramped with four of us in it. These weren’t the most comfortable spaces. A support ran floor to ceiling in the corner, making the space more cramped. Milly sat behind the desk. I let Dan sit in one of the visitor chairs.

“You’re undoing all my work, Dan.”

He shrugged. “You know posthypnotic suggestion only lasts so long before your victim realizes what’s going on, even if you are using some serious psychological tricks to back up the mesmerism. You’re good at this, Milly. You always have been. I might not have realized just how good. But the best hypnotic techniques are limited. That much I know. Using them to manipulate people for your own ends violates the code.”

Milly nodded with a sigh. “I know. I’ve had to resort to knives and guns. I’d prefer to rely on my own wits.”

“You can’t get away with it. Eventually, the cops on the mainland will track you down,” I said.

She scoffed. “Are you kidding me? I nearly walked right past you—all three of you. You didn’t know who I was. You think I can’t do the same thing out there in the real world? I figured I was one pair of thick-framed glasses away from being scot-free. It’s the simplest of illusions that work best. You think you know me—long blonde hair, spendy high heels, a wardrobe Stevie Nicks would envy, grand gestures.”

The evil magician stood up and moved her hands through the air Milly-style, gave us a twirl, and laughed.

“Just tell me you didn’t hypnotize the captain,” I said.

Milly frowned. “I never got around to it, unfortunately. He’s a busy man. But I don’t need his assistance. When we dock, I’ll simply work myself into the thousands of passengers disembarking, working the pier, awaiting arrivals. You won’t know what I’ll look like. The police in port will be overwhelmed.”

Overwhelmed? Sure, there would be a mass of people coming down the gangway, and it would take a very long time to check everyone. But we did this on the ship all the time, and the police would surely be called in to help with catching a murderer. What was she planning?

“You hypnotized me when we did the interview in the hot tub. But how did you get Cece’s card key?” I asked.

“I did hypnotize you. It wasn’t easy, but I managed to put you under. The only reason I did was to make it easier the next time. Originally, I was hoping for more coverage from you. I’d go out as a legend. But then I needed you for another reason,” Milly said.

“Ah,” Sam said.

“To put the frame on Lucky Laura.” Something I had already figured out.

“If illusion is your business, then framing someone for crimes is just grist for the mill. I hypnotized you and Cece when you interviewed me about Beau’s death. After our hot tub session, you were easy to access. I used your dedication to point you at an obvious suspect—especially once I had the keycard.” She started rifling through the drawers.

I eyed the set of handcuffs she put on the desktop. “Cece was easier. She doesn’t care much for her job. It made her more than willing to give me her card. How could she work without it? But if you don’t want to do your job, then why not?” She came up with a second set of cuffs. “There we go.”

“Why, Milly? You have a great career going. Atlantic City, Vegas, cruise ships, the circuit in Europe.” Dan shook his head. “You threw it all away. My career is on the way down. I’d give a lot to be in your shoes.”

“Beau betrayed me. He shared the secret of my tricks. And more.” Her eyes went distant for a moment. “We were more than master and assistant. Or at least I thought so.”

“You found out about his affair with Lucky Laura,” I said.

She sighed. “It was far worse than a breakup.” Milly moved around the desk behind the pistol. “Stand up Dan. Empty your pockets. Hopefully, no one does anything stupid. Go on. Beau not only stole my heart, but he was also in the process of stealing my act and handing it over to that slut, Laura.”

The number of items in Dan’s pockets astounded me. Two decks of cards, three magic ping pong balls, three foam balls, a bundle of flash paper, a Sharpie, large coins, a wallet of course, his keycard, a book of matches, a candle stub, a nosegay that sprung open, rubber bands, silk handkerchiefs, and a bag of balloons.

“Beau betrayed me. And I was hurt. Devastated. The whole plot with the DMT, showing me up with my own trick, that was the last straw. I switched his drug for bleach even before we boarded the ship. The only people who could verify that the DMT was legit were Harry Yu and Laura. Sadly, I had to take Harry out. It wouldn’t be easy framing both him and Laura.”

“But easy to frame Laura for Harry’s death once you had the master key. A strand of pink hair from Laura’s hairbrush… Too bad she had an alibi,” I said. “You lured her out of her room, used the master keycard, and staged a cat fight just to get that key into Laura’s pocket.”

She ignored me.

“You’re holding out on me, Dan,” Milly said through her teeth. She waggled the pistol. “You won’t like it if I have to pat you down.”

He glared at her and then removed a pair of shiny, connected circles from an inner pocket.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” Milly said, snatching them up. “A magician like you wouldn’t leave the house without a pair of handcuffs. Let’s see the key.”

He produced that as well. “You aren’t thinking about cuffing us together and leaving us? That’s inhumane, Milly.”

“Yeah. Whatever.” She waved the gun at him. “Come on. Take off your socks and shoes.”

Grunting with the effort, hopping around on one foot and then the other, he complied. Milly grabbed one of the socks and shook it. A small metal rod fell on the desk. I guessed it was a lockpick.

When Milly walked around the desk, Dan reached out and grabbed my hand. I felt something slip between my fingers, but didn’t dare look down. Then, he eyed our captor. “Can I put my stuff back?”

“Seriously? No. All three of you, up against that support,” she pointed.

I didn’t know what the pole was, a structural strut or maybe HVAC for heat or AC, maybe even a water or sewer pipe. Milly stood on one side, ordering me to the other.

“It isn’t unusual for entertainers to insure the performers they employ. I had a policy on Beau, of course. The payment goes to a numbered bank account in the Cayman Islands. Not too far from here, really. It’s enough to get me by. Find a tropical paradise to retire on. Give me your hand.”

She slapped Dan’s cuff on my wrist, shooting him a smirk, and pulled the chain behind the pipe. Then, she shoved Sam against the wall and cuffed her with the other end. “You don’t think I’d cuff you with your own cuffs, do you, Dan?”

The second cuff, one from the security desk, held Dan to Sam, and the third pair held my left wrist to Dan’s right. Milly studied Dan’s hands then gave him a quick pat-down before stepping away to admire her work. We were now cuffed together around the pole. Almost at once, my wrists began to ache. I tried to hold up my arms to relieve the leverage.

“Not enough space between the wall and the pipe for ring around the rosy. You’ll just have to find another way to entertain yourselves.” From one of the desk drawers, she pulled a yellow knob hanger. It was a security warning that the area was off limits. She flapped it at us, waving goodbye with it.

I understood she meant to hang it on the knob on the door to this office. No one would look inside to find us secured around the strut. At least for a while.

“What we need to do is follow Milly’s lead,” Dan said. “Give her a dose of her own medicine. Once we escape, we need to find disguises of our own. Make sure she doesn’t see what’s coming.”

“Sure,” Sam said, brow crinkling. “Let’s just escape and do that.”

“No need for sarcasm.” Dan frowned. “You first, Adrianna. Can you hand me the lockpick I gave you?”

“Lockpick?” Between my fingers, I realized. But in my right hand. Which was cuffed to Sam.

He nodded. “I wasn’t about to hide it on my person. Milly’s too wise for that.”

So, he grabbed my hand and gave it to me! I understood how clever Dan was. If he hid a pick on himself, Milly would expect it. “Can you shuffle closer to the pipe, Sam? Give me some slack?”

Even when she did, my hands couldn’t reach each other. Dan shuffled closer on my left. Sam’s arm stretched to the limit, as did Dan’s, but I managed to grab the little tool. We shuffled again, Dan taking it from my left. Despite his shaking, he didn’t drop it.

“Can you get us out? We’re stretched pretty tight,” Sam pointed out. “We’ll have to squeeze as close as we can.”

Dan only chuckled. “Don’t worry. I can do this blindfolded. And I frequently do.” It took him maybe five seconds. Once his one hand was free, we stepped apart, taking a breath. What a relief. With just a few minutes of holding my hands up to relieve the pressure, the muscles in my arm sang.

Once we were all free, Dan gathered his paraphernalia and footwear. We headed out of the small private office. “Alan’s gone,” Sam said. “Who can we talk to?”

In the corridor, I heard the captain over the PA system. “…Landfall in one hour. Any passengers holding uncollected luggage should call guest services at star-zero-five on your cabin phones. Repeat, the Swan will make landfall in one hour…”

“There’s no time,” I said. “People are probably already gathering near the gangways. She’s going to lose herself in a crowd. Let me call the captain. But there may not be enough time to set up security to check every ID.”

When I called him, his phone dropped me into voicemail. I told him about Milly, that she was our killer, that she planned to escape the ship in disguise, maybe in a crew uniform.

“I don’t think that’s what her plan is,” Sam said when I hung up.

“No?”

“She’s right. Milly is going to perform a trick to get off the ship unseen,” Dan said.

As we headed for the elevators, we met Cece and Dr. Ryan coming the other way. “Where have you guys been?” Cece said.

“Being tricked by Mastermind Milly. And now she’s apparently going to pull off the biggest trick of all. She’s going to vanish in front of everyone on this ship,” I said. “Maybe everyone in the country.”

“Are you feeling better, Dr. Ryan?” Sam asked.

He shook his head. “I can’t believe I’d been hypnotized. The way I understand it, there are so many restrictions to it. How was I under such a powerful spell?”

“Milly uses psychology, your hopes and dreams, your dislikes, against you. It’s incredibly difficult, breaking free—because you don’t want to,” Dan said. “It’s dangerous to do that outside of therapy sessions. And Milly is the best mesmerist I’ve ever encountered. She needs to be stopped.”

“But what’s her next move? I left a message for the captain saying that she may be dressed like a crew member. But she’s outsmarted me this whole time. I’m sure she’s changed into something else by now. Some new disguise we’ll never see. Her illusions are too good,” I said.

“Use what we have,” Sam said. “Do a quick post to the ship’s web page, to the information screens aboard. Post her photo everywhere you can with a message that she’s wanted for murder and to report her to security.”

“That’ll limit her options,” Cece said.

“Good idea. A little direct information instead of all this smoke and…”

Sam and Cece rolled their eyes. “Mirrors?” Cece finished my sentence.

“Yes. No. Mostly her favorite escape trick.” I knew what she was up to. “She’s going to set a fire on the ship. Pull the fire alarm. That’s why she thinks the cops will be overwhelmed when we dock.”

“Maybe not even a fire. Just the smoke. She’s good with smoke,” Sam said.

“Obfuscation,” Dan nodded. “Misdirection.”

“Right. Misdirection. And that will give us a good indication where she’s going to try and sneak off the Swan.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


As cagey and clever as Milly was, she was at least as predictable. As passengers gathered to leave the boat, a fire alarm sounded. Looking up from the constitutional deck, I shaded my eyes.

“There. D deck, near the top, the concierge deck above the pool, almost all the way forward.” Smoke poured out a window above. The PA ordered fire suppression to the scene. I was certain that fire crews on the ground would be contacted. It was standard procedure, even when the crew could easily handle an emergency.

“Which means she’ll go the opposite way—aft and below deck,” Sam said. “That’s what we’re thinking?”

“Probably to try and get out with the luggage,” I said.

“That old trick?” Cece said. “Does she know that the union says crew can’t move luggage to or from the ship?”

“I hope not.” Turning, I saw the gangways lined up. The captain had started the docking procedure early in the morning, maneuvering the vessel a hundred eighty degrees to position it correctly in a small slip. Forklifts cruised toward the luggage hatch. It looked like a million longshoremen, port representatives, and porters were gathered to begin the process.

“It’s a turnaround day,” Sam said. “Gonna be busy. Luggage out, supplies in, and the Highway is going to be jammed.”

The Highway was the corridor at dock level where crew scrambled to sort supplies and bags and move full metal carts to the right place. On a turnaround day, we wouldn’t just be unloading but loading more luggage and more supplies for the next voyage.

“Great way to blend into a crowd,” Sam said.

“Maybe not. If she gets in the way, she’ll be outed right away. They don’t fool around down there. It’s even busier than the kitchen corridor,” Cece said.

“Either way, getting down there, staying out of the way, and looking for Milly won’t be easy,” I said. Plus, with the fire alarm going off, the elevators would be shut down. I ran to the midships stairs, the others at my heels.

The curving staircase became straight, narrow, and steep when we passed the door into the crew area. From the belly of the beast, I heard the mournful sound of the ship’s horn. My cell rang as we jogged downward.

“Hello?”

“You were right, Addi. We found flash paper and flash powder in an empty D deck cabin. Another diversion from Milly,” the captain said.

“We think she’s heading for the luggage port,” I panted into the phone. “We’re on the way.”

“Don’t engage her,” the captain said. “I’ll inform the police. She might still have a gun.”

I’d told the captain about our suspicions, as well as the hypnotic suggestions Milly had made to crew members. While engaged in docking, there wasn’t much else he could do. His hand had to be on the wheel.

“Can you stop the crew from moving the luggage?”

“You looking to start a riot?” the captain asked.

Guess that meant no. “We’ll do our best.”

“Just be careful. I’ll coordinate with security, but it might take a minute,” he said. “I just don’t want any of you—passengers or crew—to get hurt. You understand? Don’t put yourselves in danger. That’s an order.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. What were you going to do when the captain gave you a direct order?

It was chaos on the Highway, crew members shoving around beige wheeled carts seven feet high, sorting luggage from those carts to metal ones for the longshoremen and porters, shouting, scrambling, sweating with the big hatch open, letting in New Orleans humidity.

Milly had the right ranking on her epaulets, I recalled—one stripe. That made her a deckhand, third stewardess, or third engineer. But none of the deckhands wore their whites while toiling on the Highway. How much of this could she have anticipated? As far as I knew, performing on a cruise ship wasn’t her usual routine. I could only hope she didn’t know the ins and outs.

Sure enough, I saw her. One of the supervisors had her against a wall, yelling at her. Milly’s smirk wasn’t helping her situation. It made the supervisor’s face turn bright red.

“Stop her!” I swerved around a luggage case. “Stop that deckhand!”

“Hey! Remember what the captain said!” Sam called after me.

I couldn’t let her get away. Not after she had made a fool of us this whole time. Determined, I shoved past busy workers. But as I approached, Milly caught me out of the corner of her eye. She scowled.

To my shock, she pulled out a gun. There were way too many people here, way too crammed together. The supervisor stepped away, eyes huge and locked on the weapon. Milly pointed it at the ceiling and fired.

Shouts and orders and conversation came to a halt at the sound. Gunsmoke rolled down the corridor. Luggage carts stopped moving.

“I’m getting off the boat. Anyone gonna try and stop me?” she shouted.

“Yeah!” A voice came from the other side of the hatch. I was shocked again by the appearance of the magicians. Dan, Benny, and even Laura moved in on Milly. I thought she would shoot at them. Instead, she put the gun under the supervisor’s chin.

“Let’s go! Out of the way! Anyone takes one step, and this guy gets it!”

I expected a stunned silence to follow. Instead, Laura let out a kind of battle cry and launched herself at Milly. Laura grabbed her by the wig and yanked it off along with the hat. Milly didn’t make a move to point the gun at her.

Another distraction, I realized. She was using a hostage to get away instead of the weapon itself. It must be a prop gun. I came at her from the other side.

“Let’s see how tough you are without your sneaky rings!” Laura bellowed. She grabbed Milly by the collar. The uniform shirt ripped. I saw a print blouse beneath. She was one quick change away from freedom.

But even as the two women slapped and clawed at each other, Dangerous Dan and Brilliant Benny rushed to Laura’s side. Dan grabbed one of Milly’s hands and Benny slapped a cuff on her. After a moment of struggle, they had her cuffed and seated on the floor.

“You broke the magician’s code,” Dan said. “We couldn’t let you get away with it.” The other two magicians nodded grimly.

“Stuff your old code, Dan!” She looked at her captors. “You’ll never prove I did a thing. The evidence is all against you, Laura. You’re going to go down for this, not me!”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “We can track the doors you opened with the keycard—and at what time. We can also track your movements with the security cameras and track the insurance policy you took out on Beau. You’re busted, Mastermind Milly.”

Laura wrenched the pistol from her hand. “That’s my prop gun! It’s only a threat if you don’t know it fires blanks. What else did you steal from me?”

“What did you steal from me, you witch! My assistant! My boyfriend! My best tricks! And you tried to steal my reputation. I’m going to pull you down into the sewer with me!” Milly cried. “Let me go! You don’t have any authority.”

But cops finally reached the luggage port, attracted by the gunshot, no doubt. Weapons out, they entered warily and saw Milly neatly wrapped up. Laura put the gun on the deck and raised her hands to avoid getting shot.

“Milly Lexington murdered two men aboard the Swan,” I said. “We’ve got the evidence to back it up.” I told them about the bleach and the master keycard but left out the hypnotism. That was probably too hard to swallow on the face of it. Not to mention embarrassing.

“The captain and head of security will verify it,” Cece said.

One of the uniforms thought it over. “Okay, boys. Put her in a car for now. That way we can get this all sorted out.”

“She’s good at escaping,” Benny said. “I wouldn’t trust a police car to hold her.” He gestured at her arms. With the cops looking on, Milly took her hands from behind her back. The cuffs hung from only one wrist.

The cop in charge raised his brows. “I see what you mean. Make sure someone stays with her. Get her out of here.”

“You can’t do this to me!” The uniformed officers slapped more cuffs on her. “I want a lawyer!”

We could still hear her as the cops dragged her away. “The ship was in international waters! You don’t have the authority! I demand to speak to the Coast Guard…”

Laura handed the wig and hat to the cop. “A total witch to the very end,” she said. “I hope you lock her up and throw away the key.”

“Using magic, even stage magic or illusion, for the purposes of evil needs to be punished,” Dan said. “That’s the magicians’ code. Please let me serve as a witness to this horrible event.”

“We’ll get statements from all of you,” the cops said.

“Can you do it outside?” The supervisor had recovered, although his face was flushed and shiny with sweat. “We’ve got a lot of work here, Officer.”

“Okay. We’ll go out on the pier. I’ll need the captain and head of security down here,” the cop said.
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The evening after found us dressed in our civvies at the Rusty Anchor. I leaned my head against Ethan’s chest and wouldn’t move from that position, even if that made it hard to drink. “I missed you so much.”

He smiled down at me. “I did too, Adrianna.”

“I hear the intel I got on the kidnapped girl from my game actually led somewhere, so everyone can stop telling me it’s a total waste of time,” Cece said.

“We found her, her boyfriend, and potentially two other men who might have been involved,” Ethan said. “Addi clued you in on the plan?”

Two other men? The mean kidnappers? The ones who were going to shoot me? It occurred to me that maybe I didn’t want to be stuck onboard with them. But I had little time to think it over. The captain decided we should go out again soon after all that had happened.

“On a ship the size of the Swan, we’ll be able to keep Buzz’s sister and her boyfriend away from the other two to keep them from getting suspicious. We’ll just book one couple forward, the other aft.”

“We’ll be ready,” Cece said.

But would I?

“Is your training going okay?” Sam asked. “Do we get to call you captain yet?”

“Not quite yet. I’ve done most of the classwork. There’s a lot to know about piloting and commanding ships as high tech as these cruise ships. Soon, I’ll start the hands-on training and really get to know these vessels.” He said it with enthusiasm. I knew he wanted his own command badly.

“Will they promote you on the Swan?” I asked.

He shrugged. “The captain never mentioned anything about wanting another ship or retirement. But who knows? The company has plans for the both of us, I’m sure.”

Plans that included me? Ethan and I had met aboard, and I was finally familiar with the ship. But I hoped I could follow him. Wherever he ended up.

A company psychologist had spoken with those of us who had been hypnotized. We were told we might have some weird dreams but that we were no longer under Milly’s posthypnotic suggestion.

“It was weird, watching you two just ignore clues and all,” Sam said. “But I admit, I thought I was the crazy one.”

“Oh, c’mon, Sam.” Cece gave her a slow punch in the shoulder. “Everyone knows I’m the crazy one.”

Sam returned the slow punch. “Can’t argue with that.”

“Much as I love my job on the ship, I’m glad to get a few days on land to relax after all that pandemonium and spend some time with future Captain Ethan Lee.”

“Sweet talk like that might turn me into a landlubber,” he smiled.

I chuckled, but I knew that wasn’t the case. Ethan was born to the sea. I knew he was going stir crazy on land. He needed a deck underfoot, comfortable on his sea legs, eyes on the horizon. It was a little tough for a girl from Nebraska to understand. The only seas I had grown up with were seas of corn.

“No way will you ever be a landlubber. And as long as you’re not, I won’t be either. I’m crazy about you, Ethan, and I’m crazy about the sea because of you. So, that’s where I’ll stay.”


I hope you enjoyed reading this book!

To continue reading what happens to Addi, Sam, Cece and the rest of the gang:

Click Here To Read Cruise Pirates

.

Grab your copies of two FREE A.R. Winters cozy mysteries: CLICK HERE

.

You can also follow AR Winters on Facebook

Follow A.R. Winters on Amazon to get notified of her latest releases and sales
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Note from the author: THANK YOU!

And Please, Please Leave A Review

Thank you so much for reading my books!

I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review. Even just a few words help!

An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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