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      “I should’ve just said no.”

      In the ornate mirror hanging over my headboard, my reddened face and wisps of stringy blonde hair made me take pause. The gloss I’d so carefully applied to my lips was smeared—the edge of my perfectly winged eyeliner was smudged. I looked like I belonged on one of those trashy cop shows with the hookers and the three-time DUI offenders.

      I blew a strand of hair out of my face.

      Even the bed’s groaning protest couldn’t stop me as I hauled myself back on top of the suitcase and straddled it with my one-beignet too many sized rear-end.

      “Lordy, Birdie, I’ve never seen you put up such a fight!” Cinda roared. She held her thicker middle in as she shook with laughter and nearly fell off the pouf next to my vanity. “It’s like watching Old Jed wrestlin’ one of those gators, isn’t it?”

      Perhaps if I had any idea who ‘Old Jed’ was I might’ve been more inclined to take her comment in stride but as it was, I was far too busy trying not to slide off the edge of the new suitcase.

      “Not far off,” Geena chuckled. She was leaned up against the doorway with her arms crossed, surveying the whole scene as per usual. “Are you sure you don’t need any help?”

      I looked over my shoulder at her, doing my best not to huff and puff. “I’ve got it, darling.”

      It took me another good charge at it, but I finally got the stupid suitcase zipped shut, and flopped backward on the bed, not caring just how unladylike I looked.

      “That was something…” Cinda said as she lent me her hand. “I figured you had some kind of handy bag or magic potion you could use to make that less… harrowing.”

      It was true. There was something I could’ve used but as I’d explained to both Cinda and Geena before, “I’m not terribly skilled in charms. And that’s exactly what I needed—an extension charm. That was more in my grandmother’s wheelhouse than it is in mine.”

      Geena and Cinda exchanged a look. It probably had something to do with the fact that I rarely, if ever, talked about my estranged family.

      “So,” I said, quickly changing the subject, “I suppose you two are all packed, then?”

      “About as packed as I’ll ever be,” Cinda said, shrugging. She was probably the last one on board for the crazy excursion ahead of us tomorrow. “Frannie was two seconds away from coming over and fussing over my stuff for me.”

      No surprise there. Frannie, our bubbly friend that lived next to Cinda in our cul de sac, had been the one to spring the surprise on us in the first place. None of us had known quite what to say when we all opened our new suitcases and found matching cruise tickets inside.

      Cinda and her cousin TJ were the first to raise concerns. It took a few weeks to finally convince them they wouldn’t die of the bubonic plague in some maritime epidemic. Frannie had even offered to rent a car for the five of us to venture to Tampa Bay from our little corner of Mississippi, just so the two of them didn’t have to worry about plane turbulence… even if neither of them had ever been on an airplane.

      “I doubt I really need to ask you,” I said as I turned back to Geena and smoothed down my blouse. “You probably had your bags packed three days ago. Am I right?”

      Her cheeks went pink. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Cinda and I snorted. Geena was the planner and mother hen out of the bunch. Even her sock drawer was neat and orderly. As someone who spent the last few years on the Vegas strip as a top illusionist, I was fine with winging it and leaving my mess out of sight and out of mind.

      “What about TJ? Did she even start getting ready for the trip?” Geena nudged Cinda with a raised brow. TJ was not well-known for her punctuality. She lived by her motto; ‘I’ll get there when I get there.’

      “That old crone isn’t even at home. The last I checked, she was having lunch with Scott.” Scott Klaus was TJ’s new boyfriend, which made for a good jumping board for Cinda teasing her rather grumpy cousin.  “So to answer your question, the heck if I know.”

      Geena frowned and pulled out her phone. I was willing to bet dollars to dumplings that she was getting on TJ’s case… just in case.

      Once I had everything all together, I dragged my suitcase and bags downstairs, careful not to bang into the worn-down railings too hard. Even with having a professional come out and give me tips on the house renovation in the fall, I still managed to forget to have the grand staircase and railings fixed before getting started on the upstairs. Oops.

      I kept my eye out for Grifter’s long, wagging tail but he wasn’t anywhere to be found. He usually wasn’t whenever I had company—mainly because I was the only one who could see him. Even though Geena and Cinda knew the truth about me being a witch, I still hemmed and hawed over telling them everything. Like how I had a ghost dog for a pet and an old woman haunting my backyard.

      Sorry, my cemetery.

      I poured us glasses-full of my favorite peach sweet tea and imagined the spring coming on soon. March in the south had a funny way of creeping up on you. One minute it’s cold and blustery, and the next minute birds are singing, and little shoots of new life are sprouting everywhere. Along with the pollen. That darn pollen.

      “I still can’t believe we’re leaving for a cruise tomorrow.” Cinda sipped on her tea slowly, shaking her head. “I don’t think Frannie will ever top this one.”

      Geena nodded. “And I certainly hope she won’t try. I wish she wouldn’t have spent so much money on everything.”

      I didn’t know much about the Paine’s financial situation other than the fact that Frannie’s husband was the Chief Deputy Sheriff, and her own family was well-off. “I feel the same way. But she doesn’t seem too broken up about it—maybe she’d been saving for something like this?” At least it would make me feel better about accepting such a generous gift. I refused to look at the price of the ticket after the first time.

      Geena looked out the front window, a thousand miles away.

      “Whatever the case is, I just know I’m not doing the driving tomorrow,” Cinda said between sips. “Frannie likes to drive. TJ’s got a lead foot bigger than her mouth. What about you, Birdie? You going to volunteer to take a leg of the trip?”

      I’d already mentioned that driving never really bothered me. “Sure. I don’t mind. There’s plenty of time to split up, anyway. Frannie said it’ll be about twelve hours unless we stop more than a couple of times to eat and use the bathroom. And let’s be real—that’s definitely going to happen.”

      The other two debated the best places to stop along the way while I imagined the warm sun on my face while I lounged in a chair with a cold cocktail in my hand. Even though I’ve been around for the past one hundred and thirty-three years, never once had I thought to travel on a cruise anywhere. The sinking of the Titanic and Lusitania had pretty much sealed my opinion on the matter.

      “Look at her,” Cinda chuckled, drawing me out of my daydream. “Already in Lala-land, huh?”

      I smirked. “If you’re so interested…” Closing my eyes, I drew myself up to my full height, straightening my back out and inhaling through my nose, letting my breath out as I imagined the blank slate in my mind.

      Little by little details started to emerge—the crystal-clear waters cresting against the massive ship, the squawking of seagulls nearby, the smell of the salt coming off the breeze. Beside me I was faintly aware of Cinda and Geena both gasping to themselves.

      “I never get tired of that,” Geena said, a hint of a smile in her voice.

      “Think of all the things you could make others see!” This wasn’t the first time Cinda and I had this conversation. “That sexy guy from whatever that super-hero movie was—strolling up on TJ only for him to turn into a bunch of rattlesnakes. Ooh, she’d hate that one! I should’ve been born a witch, too.”

      Me and Geena both rolled our eyes as I let down my screen. An unusual flicker of static zipped up the underside of my hand and I glanced down at it for a moment before turning my attention back to Cinda. “It’s probably for the best that you weren’t. Poor TJ would never catch a break.”

      I sagged against the edge of my kitchen counter, surprised at how thirsty I was as I downed half of my tea at once…

      “You all right there?” Geena asked.

      “Yep, I’m fine. Just a little thirsty is all.”

      Using up my special ability’s energy didn’t usually make me so tired, but I probably needed a good night’s sleep and my body liked to periodically remind me that just because I age slower than a non-magical person, didn’t mean I was immune to getting older.

      Extra beauty sleep certainly wouldn’t hurt any.
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      I leaned against the van door, thankful to be outside of it. Glancing around at the rest of the crew, it was obvious I wasn’t the only one.

      TJ was fanning herself with a crossword puzzle book she’d picked up inside the first gas station we stopped at. Beads of sweat slowly slid down her temples only further highlighting her hard-set jaw.

      Cinda nearly fell out of the passenger seat as she opened the door and let out a long groan. “I don’t think my hips will ever forgive me for that.”

      “At least it wasn’t the very back. Quit your whining and grab me a water from the cooler, will you?” TJ jutted her thumb back toward the inside of the van as Cinda froze and gave her the side-eye. “What?”

      But Cinda just pursed her lips and went and fished around in the small red cooler for what was sure to be the only bit of cold anything left inside the vehicle at this point. After the van lost its A/C somewhere in the panhandle yesterday, we were sweating like pigs, stuck with rolling down the front windows and begging for a breeze in the back before we pulled into the motel to stop for the night. And today was no better.

      Even Frannie seemed to be having second thoughts on renting the van. She studied the outside of it for a moment, then pulled the sparkly pink phone case from her purse and punched in a number. “I’m making sure they give us a new rental on the way back,” she whispered to me.

      I nodded and pulled away from the van, the back of my t-shirt peeling away from it only to stick to my skin. “Give ‘em the business, darling. Don’t take no for an answer.”

      Geena slammed the trunk shut and dragged her suitcase over to us. “That’s everything in the back. We just need to make sure we’ve got everything from inside before we go into the terminal.”

      Parked on the bottom level of the parking garage stationed right outside the ship docks, we weren’t able to see much of anything. One by one we trailed behind Frannie, our cruise leader as it were, out of the parking garage and into the muggy world of Tampa Bay, Florida. I’d been to Florida a number of times—had some fun here and there, but I’d never really taken in something like this.

      The Magnolia on Water wasn’t the only cruise ship docked under the blinding light of the sun, but it was certainly the biggest. It towered over two smaller ships and seemed to glisten with its own kind of special ambience.

      People rushed past us out of the garage as we stood there all looking up at our temporary home for the next ten days.

      TJ let out a long whistle, but Frannie strode forward. “No use in standing around gawping at it! Let’s move it, ladies!”

      The traffic snarled around the cruise terminal with pedestrians crossing at each intersection left and right, and I did my best to keep up with the flow of people, hoping that the cruise ship itself wouldn’t be quite so jam-packed.

      Inside the building was lackluster, reminding me more of a busy airport than the gateway to paradise, but I knew the glitz and glamor always had a stagehand in the back propping everything up. I smiled as we got in the line with our luggage. “Anyone else getting excited?”

      Frannie practically squealed. “Finally. I was hoping I wasn’t the only one!”

      Geena just laughed. “I think I’ll be more impressed once we’ve actually made it onto the ship.”

      “And even then we’ll have to see if it’s up to snuff,” TJ said, throwing her small duffel bag over her shoulder with a nod. “It better be if I dragged my behind twelve hours east just to sit in some boat.”

      “Some boat,” Cinda repeated, snorting. “Noah himself could build a boat big enough to reach heaven and you’d still ask to see the upstairs. Look—we’re up.”

      The security officers beckoned for us and we made a beeline to the metal detectors. It didn’t take much longer before we were standing right outside the ship with our tickets ready in Frannie’s hands.

      The older woman at the podium looked at us with a sweet but vacant expression. “Names?” she asked, her voice at odds with her looks. Where I expected a sort of dreamy tone the woman’s voice sounded as if it were slowly dragging across rocks.

      Frannie was busy fussing at something on her sundress until Geena nudged her. With her baby blues wide and her face pink, Frannie winced and handed the woman the small stack of tickets. “Oh! Sorry, um, Paine… Francine.”

      The woman didn’t seem at all perturbed over Frannie’s fumbling and merely watched her without moving a muscle. Honestly the woman didn’t seem to care about much at all with the way she seemed to stare right through us all as we quietly thanked her as she stamped our tickets one by one.

      “One more thing,” she croaked. “We’ve done the service of upgrading your rooms. You’ll now find yourselves in the Rotunda, in Suite B. If you have trouble finding it look for my grandson, Marcus. He’ll lead you to it.”

      Despite the noise and crowd, I could hear Frannie’s mouth pop open. “Upgraded? Oh my stars! Thank you so much, Miss…Magda?” she said slowly as she glanced down at the shining name tag on the woman’s chest.

      Magda kept the same dazed smile on her face. “Of course. Anything for friends.”

      I raised a brow but couldn’t help but laugh as TJ muttered for Frannie to take a chill pill. Frannie was full of surprises lately. We ascended up the escalator to where we would finally walk onboard.

      The murmurs of everyone else around us picked up as the doors to the plank way pushed open. Flanked by two police officers on either side, a tall man with a neatly trimmed mustache put his arms wide. “Welcome friends, to the Magnolia on Water! You will take part of this prestigious adventure very soon but first I must ask that you keep your sensibilities about you. We are under public scrutiny until we are off, so keep this in mind as you make way to your accommodations. My name is Walter Sinclair and I am the head of the Magnolia’s maritime security team. My team and I will do our very best to protect each and every patron onboard this beautiful vessel. Once you have found your rooms, you will find your instructions printed on the back of your entry door. We are required by U.S. maritime law to participate in what we refer to as a muster drill. This will require everyone on board’s cooperation before we set sail, so we know that everything will go smoothly in case of an emergency. Can everyone in the back hear me?”

      I turned around. It looked as though there was only one group of about five-hundred people including us being let in at a time. Mr. Sinclair would be making this speech more than once it seemed.

      “Very good. Please proceed and may I present to you… Magnolia on Water!”

      There was a loud audible gasp sweeping through our initial crowd of people as he and his men moved aside for everyone to start passing through. With our luggage already sent to our room—in record time no less—all we had to do was to find wherever our rooms were. Which was difficult considering how everyone seemed to stop right in the front of the docking point.

      “Move along folks, move along,” Cinda called out, pulling both me and TJ along with her. I was admittedly surprised to see even TJ with her jaw dropped open.

      The entrance on deck five was glittering with the kind of lights I expected to see in Vegas—bright, attention grabbing, and colorful. Signs for shops and restaurants, bars and more were assaulting my senses like I’d never seen before.

      “According to the map, this is the main deck, or Blooming Promenade. Sorta looks like a mall, doesn’t it? Like a big, fancy mall,” Frannie said, the lights reflecting in her eyes as she took it all in.

      “They weren’t skimping when it comes to the decor, were they?” Cinda murmured as we followed behind Frannie. I shook my head.

      People streamed in behind us, pushing us deeper into the soon-to-be crowded space. It was a muddled mess if I’d ever seen one. I wasn’t a fan of being in confined spaces with a ton of people funny enough, especially given my last career. But being on the Magnolia was a different feeling altogether. Even though I knew I was on a ship, it sure didn’t feel like it.

      “What does it say on the map, Francine?” Geena called out over the din of noise. “Do we need to go up or down?”

      “Up,” Frannie hollered. “To the top up!”

      TJ managed to squeeze herself through the throng of people in order to push the button to one of the dozen elevators neatly lined in a row. The door dinged as it opened and without apology all five of us rushed onboard, anxious to be rid of everyone else. A couple and I assumed their daughter slid inside as well, all of us wearing the same relieved expression.

      The man laughed. “You’d think we’d be a little more civilized on here,” he said, shaking his head. “This is our first time.” He tilted his chin toward his family. “Both of my girls here refused to get on without their morbus medicinae. Always mint-flavored of course.”

      I froze. Morbus medicinae. What were the chances? And was this man really so brazen to admit that to an elevator of strangers? Oh my. Things really have changed since the High Order of Magical Beings went public. But there’s no way I’m admitting anything…

      A frown slowly pulled at the corner of his mouth until I fixed a smile on my own. “Sorry, it’s our first time too,” I said carefully. Hopefully the guy would get the picture and leave it alone.

      They hopped off a few floors up and left us thankfully by ourselves as the elevator sped upward. I could see the weird looks on both Geena’s and Cinda’s faces but I kept facing forward, doing my best to shake off the encounter.

      “Frannie? How far up are we going, exactly?” Geena finally said.

      Frannie flipped through her glossy pamphlet that held a colorful map of the entire ship interior. “I think… maybe this starred floor right here?” She pointed to a circular shape in the middle of the ship—something that read “The Rotunda – VIP Guests and Suites.” The picture was hard to imagine from a top view, but whatever the case, it sounded fancy.

      “VIP guests?” Geena read softly.

      We reached the top floor, and all looked at one another. The door opened and I nearly stopped dead in my tracks—we all did.

      This was no ordinary landing with directions for half of the rooms on one side and the other half going down the opposite hall like in any standard hotel. No, this was a different kind of beast.

      The first thing you saw as you exited the elevator was the huge crystal chandelier hanging from a brilliant stained-glass skylight. The skylight alone was domed and spread across nearly the entire room. Underneath was a fountain complete with a mermaid and two large koi fish sprouting from her outstretched hands, water streaming from the fish’s mouths. Around the fountain was purple velvet bench seating that stretched the length of it. It would’ve looked right at home in Buckingham Palace in my opinion.

      Studying the scene of the stained-glass dome above us, I noticed lights twinkling from in between each panel. It was so over the top that I had to take a moment and laugh. No expense was barred here for sure.

      “Look, TJ! This floor has its own coffee bar and barista. Can you believe?” Cinda exclaimed, rushing over to the counter and swiping her hand along the top of it as if to make sure it was real.

      “I’d be more impressed if they had a real bar up here,” TJ said, shrugging. “But this ain’t too shabby. Not too shabby at all.”

      “Well if TJ approves then it must be good,” Frannie said as she winked at us.

      “No bar I’m afraid, but you will find that the room attendants are more than happy to take drink requests for our special guests,” a man’s voice floated over top of the soft hum of music piping through the hidden speakers. “Ladies,” the young man said, giving the five of us a slight bow. He stood back up and there was a polite smile. If I had to guess, he was probably in his early to mid-thirties. Probably around Geena’s daughter Ruby’s age. His dark curly mop of hair was endearing in a way, and it went staunchly against the pressed suit that held an old family crest upon the lapel and cufflinks. “My name is Marcus Lye. I’m the Director of Hospitality Operations here on the Magnolia. As special guests of our captain, you’ll be pleased to know that we’ve taken care of all of your belongings. The Rotunda suites sleep up to eight people, so you should find yours spacious enough.”

      “Oh, wow. Captain’s special guests?” Cinda whispered to Geena and TJ. I raised a brow at the young man and checked Frannie’s expression. She seemed just as surprised as we were.

      “Y’all really do know how to make a girl feel special!” Frannie laughed and placed her hand over her heart. “Which way is it to Suite B?”

      Marcus took a few steps back and pointed to one of the brightly colored doors. “Suite B is all yours, ladies. Our cruise director will be making an announcement out on the main deck, which is four floors down from here, and she needs everyone on the ship to attend the emergency drill. You should find everything you need on the back of the door to your stateroom.” He waited a beat for us to all nod. “Did you have any questions for me?”

      Frannie quickly raised her hand. “I’d love to meet the captain if that’s at all possible. And thank him—er, them? Is that something we could arrange?”

      Marcus smiled. “Of course. I’ll let him know.”

      “Wonderful,” Frannie replied with a wide grin of her own, already making a beeline for the door to the room.

      “Of course, Mrs. Penna.”

      I stopped short. “I’m sorry…” I began carefully, not wanting to ruffle any feathers just yet. “Did you say Mrs. Penna?”

      Marcus whipped his head toward me and blinked. “Yes?”

      I bit my lip. Part of me wanted to correct him but a larger part of me wanted to wait and see what exactly was going on. “Hm. Okay. We’ll… just get ready for the drill then. Um, thank you for the lovely suite.”

      He nodded, still looking a little confused and gave a little bow before heading toward a door that read ’STAFF ONLY.’

      No one else seemed to notice the slip-up but me as Frannie was too busy walking inside the suite with TJ and Cinda. Geena was already pulling out her camera to get some shots of the place and that left me looking around at the rest of the circular room. There were three more doors, which means we would likely have plenty of peace and quiet with so few neighbors. I shook off the weirdness with the name mix up and followed after the girls.

      The room was grander than I could’ve pictured. My expectations were low to begin with as we figured we’d be squeezed into two conjoining staterooms, but this beat that by a million miles.

      It was easily the size of a penthouse—nearly as big as my old penthouse at the MGM Grand, in fact. And every bit as glitzy to boot.

      The first thing you saw as you walked in was the water. A long line of windows curved in from halfway up the far wall all the way to the ceiling. We were lucky enough for our part of the Rotunda to already be facing out to the open water that would lead to our next port in Key West. The water sparkled between the strips of land on either side.

      Without curtains obscuring our view, we would be able to see the horizon across the entire expansion of the living room. The windows let in the sunlight but as I walked closer to look out the window I could feel the nice cool air—the glass must have been tinted on the other side.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin though when Frannie also came over to investigate and accidentally hit a button that seemed to generate curtains out of the wall on one side—sending them quickly to the other side and completely covering our view. She hit the button again with a giggle and the curtain raced backward and we faced the bright sun over the port again. On the other side of the glass was a large platform that wrapped around the outer wall of our room where a set of six lounge chairs lie in waiting—the so-called balcony which was more of a full porch than anything.

      Frannie slid the door open to reveal the salty taste of seawater. “Girls,” she said in her sing-song voice that always meant a revelation was coming. “We have a hot tub!”

      It was silly but even TJ was laughing as Frannie slipped back inside with a shimmy and a shake.

      A large fireplace and a big screen TV faced the room, and as I turned I saw the clean and modern full kitchen complete with an island that could sit six. Everywhere you looked there were fine details that seemed to pop out only after second glancing.

      “It’s like a whole house in here!” TJ exclaimed, leaning over a half-wall upstairs and with more excitement in her voice than I’d ever heard before.

      A loft overlooked the downstairs portion of the suite, and I spied another separate living area up there as well as two twin beds and a double bed—both of them matching the elegant spread of the queen bed downstairs with its raised platform and deep purple bedding. Lordy, she wasn’t kidding. This place was like staying in one of those fancy Airbnb’s people rent out to young couples with no kids and cash to burn.

      Geena’s camera snapped several times and I felt her trained eye on me. I blew a kiss for the camera in front of the velvet sectional sofa.

      Boy, this place was giving Vegas a run for its money.

      The next hour was spent checking out every little nook and cranny of our suite, TJ and Cinda fighting over who was going to take which side of the king bed, and drawers opening and closing as we all unloaded our suitcases.

      Over an invisible intercom I’d yet to locate, a woman’s cool and crisp voice put a pin in our conversation. “Good afternoon everyone. My name is Maeve Lye. I’m the cruise director onboard our ship. We will now proceed with our muster drill in five minutes and at precisely the third strike of the alarm. Please do not panic—we need everyone to calmly file to your place on the main deck which you will find on the back of your room’s door. Once we are settled on the deck my crew will be distributing life jackets and you will listen closely as we go over the rules and safety precautions we have in place to secure you for the next ten days. Thank you for your cooperation, and remember, we are still docked so keep in an orderly mundane fashion.”

      “Orderly mundane fashion?” TJ grumbled as she slid off what she claimed to be was ‘the good side of the bed.’ “What do they think we’ll do, take our clothes off and streak across the deck?”

      I frowned. It was an odd statement to be sure.

      “Ooh! Hurry up and look, Geena. Where are we supposed to go?” Frannie said, rushing over to her as she looked it up.

      “It looks like we’re meant to go to this corner right here. Along with everyone else in the Rotunda. We should probably start moving in that direction. I’m sure it won’t be as calm and collected as our cruise director wants it.”

      And she wasn’t wrong. By the time the third bong of the alarm sounded, hundreds of people were already pouring back into the Blooming Promenade, anxiously taking elevators to the main deck.

      Ahead of us, a family was attempting to yank their youngest child along after them. The mother practically growled at her son to come along. “I swear to you Zachariah, if you don’t move along I’ll have your sister freeze you and stick you in that tiny closet in our room! Now move it!”

      The younger boy’s eyes went wide and he rushed on ahead of his mother ASAP.

      I blinked. The couple in the elevator was a fluke. I knew there were plenty of magical people out there who were fine with the non-magical knowing of our existence. But I figured if anyone would try to keep their private magical lives from out of the public eye it would be the parents with children. After all, you never quite knew how normal people would take it.

      Everything around me seemed to blur past as we made our way out to the main deck. And when we did, I knew exactly what was sending a sudden wave of anxiety through me.

      The cruise director, Maeve Lye, was standing at a podium near the other end of the pool. “Welcome to the Magnolia on Water. The Lye family built this experience for us many years ago, and I’m proud to call it our family business,” she said, her chin up as she pointed to the small group on either side of her. I recognized the young man— Marcus from earlier. “With my father at the helm of the ship and the rest of my family and I here at your service, soon we will all be free to be ourselves. Are you ready for a good time?”

      The entirety of the main deck lit up with noise as the crowd whooped and shouted. Maeve’s proud expression seemed to glow from her spot at the podium. “Good, good. We will get to that part just as soon as we get through this one. Ladies and gentlemen, if you will pass down these lifejackets amongst yourselves…”

      Along the rows of people were staff ready with stacks of bright orange lifejackets. I could just make out the little logo on the shirt of the woman at the end of our row—a little magnolia in a circle of stars.

      I tilted my head to get a better look, but the woman had already handed out the lifejackets—one of which Cinda was handing to me to pass down—and I missed the chance.

      That emblem…I hadn’t realized it at first, but the name Magnolia on Water really had triggered something in my long, long memory. Where had I heard the name before?

      Somewhere vaguely in my mind, a familiar voice chuckled. “And maybe one day we’ll travel the world together. I know you’d like that, mon cher.”

      “Where would we go, do you think?” I’d replied, lying in the softest sheets I’d ever had the pleasure of touching.

      “Oh, anywhere you’d like. I heard the Magnolia’s quarterly excursion is coming up. Maybe a ticket to paradise is what we need.”

      I’d scoffed at the idea. “A ship full of witches and warlocks? No thank you. If I wanted to board a boat made for people like us, I’d sooner rent a private yacht and be done with it…”

      I stopped the rest of the memory, no longer needing to see where it went, and my breath caught in my throat.

      A boat made for people like us. A ship full of witches and warlocks?

      Oh no. Oh no.

      This wasn’t just any ship. The Magnolia on Water was a ship exclusively for magical beings. Non-magical folks weren’t allowed to even know about it, much less sail on it.

      And I just so happened to be traveling with four of them.
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      By the time I put together a hazy idea of how this could have happened, the ship seemed to lurch to life under our very feet.

      Geena groaned and clutched at her stomach. I felt like doing the same only for a different reason. We were sailing away from Tampa and I still hadn’t figured out what to do next.

      “Hoo, I see what they mean about earning your sea legs,” Cinda said, her eyes wide as she looked at me and Geena from her spot at the kitchen island. She was already sipping wine from one of the four complimentary bottles in our stocked refrigerator.

      “I hope it doesn’t feel like this the whole time,” Geena said with her head in her hand. “I don’t think I brought enough Dramamine…”

      I wasn’t paying much attention to the girls as I paced back and forth in front of our view of the water.

      “Birdie dear. Are you all right?” Frannie asked.

      How could I be? I had no idea the kind of response I would get once I told the cruise director about this whole thing. And I still didn’t quite understand how this mix-up could’ve happened. But of course I couldn’t tell Frannie that.

      “I’m fine. I just… I’m going to go see about some more towels from the concierge desk. I don’t think we’ll have enough for the hot tub and our showers,” I said just as cool and collected as I could. Lying wasn’t my forte and Geena took a moment to throw me a funny glance, but I straightened up and headed out the door, not giving anyone the chance to question me.

      I didn’t know where the heck I was rushing off to, quite frankly, but I knew my feet had to take me to see the cruise director. Which is exactly why I nearly toppled over as I careened right into someone else.

      Strong arms yanked me back from smashing headfirst into the clean carpet in the Rotunda, and I gasped.

      “Whoa, whoa. Off in a hurry?” There was a chuckle ending the question.

      I attempted to rearrange myself, my cheeks burning from my utter lack of poise. “I’m so sorry,” I said, patting my blonde hair down on top, desperately hoping it wasn’t as frizzy as it felt. But I had to keep looking upward at the man towering over me in order to really see him with the sun bursting through the stained-glass overhead.

      The man sported a nautical captain’s cap that reminded me of The Old Man and The Sea, his tidy white beard and straight white teeth offsetting a healthy tan. I warily glanced down at his huge ham hock of a hand that he’d stuck out to shake mine with.

      Today really was a day about dredging up memories, wasn’t it?

      Even after fifty years, I recognized an old friend.

      “Jonathan?” I said, my tone ringing with surprise.

      His bushy eyebrows knitted together as he very obviously was having a harder time placing me. He narrowed his eyes at me. “I know you?”

      Briefly putting aside my worry for the trip, I couldn’t help but throw up a peace sign with a grin. “Maybe you recognize this? ‘Officer, let the lady go!’”

      It took him a moment, but he clapped his hand onto my shoulder with a laugh. “Little did I know, right?”

      Throwing my arms around him, I shook my head. “I can’t believe it’s you. What are the odds? How have you been? What are you doing these days?” The questions tumbled out one after another on their own accord. I hardly had friends in the past but the few I considered enough to call my friends were never lost in my mind.

      A woman came up from behind, her pinched expression looking particularly sharp as she scrutinized the way I pulled away from Jonathan. “Jon. I don’t believe I’ve met your friend.”

      This didn’t seem to be anything new with the way he glanced away to roll his eyes. “Of course. Birdie, this is my wife Cecily. Cecily, this is my friend Birdie Devaine. We were in DC in ’69 together.”

      Cecily’s dark eyes met mine and I was fully aware of the possessiveness in them. He’s mine, they said. Stay back.

      She batted her long lashes at me anyway and took my hand to place hers on top of it. “How lovely to meet you. I don’t believe I’ve ever heard Jonathan mention you.” Ah, of course. I wouldn’t want to feel like my friend actually cared about me.

      I’ve met plenty of Cecily’s in my time, and every single time I do I can’t help but wonder what made them the way they are. I for sure would never treat someone as if they were a trophy to be claimed and never shared. But then again, Grandmother always said I was a progressive thinker. Something she enjoyed harping on me about.

      “Mmhm. Well, to be fair, it was a long time ago,” I said with the sweetest smile. I wasn’t going to bother going toe to toe with this woman. It wasn’t worth the energy.

      Speaking of energy…

      “I’m sorry to cut this reunion short, Jonathan, but I’m actually kind of busy,” I said, quickly adding, “I need to speak to the cruise director. It’s pretty important,” when I saw his smile fade.

      “Oh? Is something wrong with your suite? Cecily and I are in Suite D. We haven’t had the chance to look at it as we were some of the last people on the ship.” He threw his wife a knowing look even though she was too busy studying the modern paintings hung up on the wall.

      “No, nothing like that. I uh, I just need to speak with her about something else.”

      “You’re awfully on edge for someone who’s on vacation,” Cecily said with a sneer.

      “Birdie? On edge? You haven’t seen anything. 1969, Washington D.C., the reflection pool. Huge crowd of ‘Nam protestors holding up signs and rallying our efforts together to stop that sonuva gun, Johnson from sending in more of our men to that dumpster fire. I was trying to catch the next metro train to O Street after school that morning and the protest happened was on the way back to my apartment.

      I was trying to skirt the outside of it, but people were joining up left and right, screaming and shouting. The crowd was going wild as they say and somehow I got roped into listening in and even shouting along with them. Imagine that! Me, some shmuck in a Georgetown sweater.” He paused to laugh.

      “Is this the part where I got shoved into you by the guy with the Lennon glasses?” I asked wryly.

      “Those glasses, yes. I completely forgot about that—good paying attention! This guy ended up shoving Birdie right in front of me and we both went down. If I recall correctly, you called me a wretched prick and told me to keep my hands to myself.”

      I pursed my lips. “I apologized once I realized it wasn’t your fault. The whole thing was more than I bargained for—not really a fan of large crowds, you see.”

      Cecily scoffed. “A cruise through the Caribbean seems an odd choice for a getaway in that case. Jon, I hate to interrupt the trip down memory lane, but I need my coffee,” she said, eyeing the barista behind the coffee bar. Without another word to me, she walked off already barking out her order to the guy waiting for her. Who knew what Jonathan was like now, but I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him with a wife like her.

      “Ignore Cecily,” he said as if he could read my mind. Luckily for me, that wasn’t his ability. No, his powers were far more terrifying if one thought about them too hard. Jonathan was a highly ethical person in the past, especially as he was studying neurosurgery when we met, but even I was a little wary when I found out he had the ability to control other’s bodies, including their brains. It could only be done with the absolute and willful consent by the other party, but still. It made Jonathan Lauder quite the commodity in the magical community.

      Which led me to wonder if he’d changed any since I saw him last.

      “It’s so hard to believe it’s been fifty years,” he finally said, shaking his head. “You did that stint in Vegas for a while, right? That’s the only time I heard of you after you moved away from the area. Where’d you go, anyway?”

      Finding Maeve Lye was going to be tricky if I couldn’t even leave the Rotunda to look for her. I glanced past him toward the elevators. “Oh, that was… I ended up in the Pacific Northwest for a while.”

      “That’s right, I remember now. Not far from Eugene, right? I’m sorry—you did say you needed to find the Lyes, correct? Good luck.” His tone soured toward the end and I raised a brow.

      “Yes. Do you know them personally?” Truth be told, I’d never even heard of their family. But then again when you’re part of a very underground community, most folks aren’t very forthcoming.

      “I know of them, yes. It’s a long story though, and you seem pretty anxious to go. I don’t mean to keep you—I just hadn’t expected to run into an old friend.” His eyes softened and reminded me of when he wore those thick framed glasses all those years before.

      “It’s always nice to run into an old friend,” I agreed and reached out to squeeze his hand. “I’m sure I’ll see you around…”

      He nodded and squeezed my hand back. “Of course. Oh, I see you’re not alone!”

      The door behind me opened up and out came Frannie, Cinda, and TJ.

      “Geena’s looking a little green around the collar. I was going to go hunt down some more medicine to see if that would help her,” Cinda said, patting her pockets until she withdrew her coin purse. “They’ve got a general store in the Blooming Promenade according to the pamphlet.”

      “Ah, okay,” I said, stuck between trying to hurry my friends on or pulling Jonathan away for a moment. This was the very thing I’d been hoping to avoid before speaking with the cruise director.

      “I take it these are your friends?” Jonathan asked, nodding toward the girls. “I’m sorry to hear someone is feeling under the weather. My son wasn’t too fond of the idea of a cruise either—he’s always been a rotten sailor. You might try going to the Apothecary downstairs before the general store. It will probably have a more readily available potion rather than some mundane medicine. Not that I mind medicine, of course!” He added with a booming laugh. “I am a doctor after all.”

      There was no time to lose in getting us the heck out of here. “Okay, okay, we should probably go check that out then, right y’all? It was so nice to see you Jonathan, I’m sure we can—”

      TJ muttered something to Frannie under her breath and I caught both of them looking warily at him. Cinda looked at me, completely confused.

      “Sorry, I promise I’ll let you go,” Jonathan interrupted, gesturing toward the elevators past him. “I know you’re probably chomping at the bit to go on through. Being ‘not a fan of crowds’ as you put it. Which is pretty ironic considering your shows. But I can understand after hiding for so many years it can be a little unnerving being around so many of us like this, can’t it?”

      “Your shows?” Frannie whispered more to herself than to me.

      I gulped and shook my head. “It’s nothing, Frannie. We should probably get moving though—Geena needs that uh, medicine.”

      “Right, of course,” Jonathan said, moving out of our way.

      I did my best to put on a smile, but I was too busy rushing everyone to the elevator to really care.

      “Woman! Geena isn’t dying, you know!” TJ shouted as I tried to push everyone not so gently into the elevator. I punched the first button I could reach without really seeing it, my cheeks burning. Please, please, please will this stupid door shut!

      “I’ll make sure to keep your presence to myself,” Jonathan called out. “I know you were probably pretty worried when the High-Order put us all in the spotlight with that ridiculous press conference last year. So don’t worry about any of that.”

      His face was covered by the closing of the elevator doors, and I was left to the delayed gasps of my friends as we shot downward.
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      No one figured it out and I was able to get to Maeve Lye’s office without another hitch.

      Pfft. Not even close.

      The moment we were alone in the elevator, questions were being thrown at me left and right. TJ’s were naturally the loudest.

      “What’s this mess about the Apothecary, and you being in hiding? Is this it? This is your big secret?”

      Frannie was a little less yell-y about it and much more dramatic. “Birdie! Have you really been keeping this from us for so long? Is it true? You’re… you’re…”

      “Lordy, Francine. Yes, the woman is a witch. Don’t be afraid of the darn word,” Cinda sighed as she leaned against the wall. She shot me a sorry look and shrugged.

      TJ whipped her head around to face her cousin and then whipped it back to look at me so fast I was sure it would fly right off her shoulders. “Wait…” she said, her voice dangerously low. “No. You can’t be serious.”

      Frannie, also looking at Cinda, took a step away from TJ and bit her lip. “You knew?”

      “Listen y’all,” I hissed, trying to head off wherever this conversation was about to go. “We don’t have time to argue about this, we need to come up with a quick plan to get y’all through the rest of the ship without people knowing.”

      TJ turned on me. “Knowing what?”

      I sighed, wishing we could’ve just had this whole argument in the room instead of this closed-in box. The doors opened to reveal a man with his arms covered in tattoos standing there, waiting. He nodded to us and strode in, his biceps flexing.

      Everything I wanted to say would have to wait.

      “You…” his rough voice startled me. He was looking dead at me with his eyes narrowed. “You look familiar.”

      I hung my head. “I doubt it.”

      That didn’t seem to deter him though, and despite my friends practically hopping around and waiting for him to leave our presence, the man nodded. “No, you do. Birdie, right? The magician that got ran out of her show in Vegas?”

      I blinked. It was one thing for a friend to figure out that the Birdie persona I’d created in Las Vegas was actually me under a glamour that took my appearance back to when I was twenty-four. But a stranger to know that?

      “Sorry. Do I know you? I don’t… I don’t think we’ve met.”

      He shook his head. “Nah. You had a glamour up, right? I see through ‘em. Gotta admit that you’re still pretty hot for an older broad,” he added with a smirk.

      “Okay, now that’s quite enough of that!” Frannie said shrilly, placing a hand on her hip.

      The guy threw his arms up with a laugh. “All right, all right. Sorry I said anything…”

      Lucky for us the next floor down was where he hopped off, still smirking to himself as he gave me a little wave. I groaned.

      “Well, Birdie. The Apothecary looks to be on the fifth floor in the promenade. If you think that’s the best place to go…” Frannie said quietly.

      “Really Frannie? You’re trying to ignore the fact that not only is this woman a damn witch who didn’t think it was important to share with the class, but also the fact that my own cousin knew and didn’t tell me? Well, if you think you can then you have another thing comin’. Just wait until I tell Geena about this. Then maybe I won’t be the only one sick of this lying mess.”

      Cinda sighed. “That… won’t be necessary.”

      TJ’s nostrils flared. “Don’t you dare tell me Geena knows. She wouldn’t…”

      “What, keep a friend’s secret? It wasn’t our business to tell anyone, Tullulah Jean! And it’s not like Birdie was pickin’ and choosin’ who she was going to tell, either. Both of us found out on accident. First Geena, then me. So you’re not about to stand there and…”

      The doors opened to the promenade, silencing her with the noise of excited ship-goers and staff all mixing in with each other to check out the sights. Ahead, I could just barely make out the sign for the Apothecary. I still needed to find Maeve Lye, maybe even more so now than before.

      TJ yanked at my arm as I tried to leave the elevator. “We’re not through,” she hissed in my ear before stepping past me.

      Cinda threw TJ a glare and nudged me. “Don’t worry about that old bat. She’ll calm down soon enough. Now what were you saying in there before that loser got in? Something about a quick plan?”

      I nearly forgot. “Yeah. Well the thing is… this ship is supposed to be exclusively for magical beings. No non-magicals allowed. So technically the four of you shouldn’t even be here.”

      She frowned. “Then how the heck did we get on here?”

      “I’m still working that theory out. But I need to find the cruise director. Hopefully she can tell us what to do. I’d hate to think of cutting our trip short, but I don’t really know what else we can do.”

      We moved out of the way of the people heading into the elevator and felt Frannie’s stare without even looking. “Say it. Whatever you need to say, say it, Frannie.”

      “There’s nothing to say,” she said softly. “I mean… I’m surprised but at the same time… not really.”

      I raised a brow. “Not really?”

      “Well. You don’t talk much about your past, do you? And any time the mere mention of magic and witches—your kind, I mean—came up you’d always act sorta funny. I started to think that maybe you were a little prejudiced against them. But this makes much more sense.”

      The tightening in my chest loosened up a smidge. “Oh. And… you’re not angry with me for keeping it from you?”

      She shook her head. “How could I be? It’s your business, just like Cinda said. And it doesn’t change anything anyhow. At least not for me.” She stared ahead at TJ who was stalking away from us.

      I threw my arms around Frannie, surprised at just how utterly relieved I was to hear her say that. It wasn’t going to fix this mess we were in, but at least I was able to finally be open about myself with her.
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      Talk about anxiety.

      Strolling through the middle of the Blooming Promenade surrounded by unknowing witches and warlocks left me looking over my shoulder until we finally made it to the Apothecary.

      The old-world style of the shop reminded me of one I’d visited in Tuscany, with its dried herbs and flowers hanging from racks on the walls and ceiling. The scent of wax and something earthy hung in the air, and the only thing lighting the room were the bright flames from the candles dripping throughout. I wish I had time to really peruse the place, but I was on a mission.

      I ignored the downright stabby looks both Cinda and I were getting from TJ and picked up a couple of things I figured we would need while we were still onboard, including the peppermint-laced nausea potion for Geena.

      As soon as we left I immediately pulled everyone off to a corner between shops and away from as many people as possible. “We’re going to need a plan going forward just in case.” I didn’t mention anything about the possibility of getting kicked off the ship, but even they thought it was a good idea to be prepared in case magic came up again. And with a ship full of magical beings, it would definitely come up.

      “Of course do your best not to talk to anyone else. But it’s going to be unavoidable at times. So if someone asks about you or potentially your abilities—and believe me, plenty of nosy people do—just tell them you can commune with animals. There won’t be any onboard so it’s not as if you’re in danger of having to prove it. And if someone asks you how old you are, tell them you’re my age—let’s say one hundred-and-thirty or so.”

      TJ’s jaw dropped. “You’re how old?”

      I sighed. The last thing I needed to worry about was explaining all of this too Frannie and TJ. At least I’d gotten that out of the way with the other two. “Born in 1886. I’m one hundred-and-thirty-three. Now that we’ve gotten that cleared up, I need to go find the cruise director.”

      But TJ wasn’t finished with the questions just yet. “So every one of y’all is just older than dirt? How old are you gonna live to be, exactly? And just how many of y’all are there still kicking up dust?”

      “Tullulah Jean, let the woman do what she needs to do. I’m sure Birdie won’t mind filling us in once we’re all back in the room. Birdie, go do what you need to do, hun. We’ll head back,” Cinda said, cutting her eyes at TJ.

      “Filling us in, pfft,” TJ muttered. “Sounded like you’re already filled in.”

      Frannie put her hand on TJ’s shoulder and smiled. “Come on. I bet we can find a nice tall glass of Coors Light through the room service.”

      That sure seemed to get her to move.

      I waved at them and pulled out the map Frannie had handed me. “Staff Offices… staff offices. Hm. Guess I didn’t really have to go that far after all.”

      The Staff Offices were only a few floors down from our floor, so I followed after the girls, just shy of reaching their elevator before it took them upstairs.

      The floor with the staff offices was much less extravagant than everything else I’d seen so far. Plain beige walls with the occasional artwork here and there. A set of tall cubicles was off to one side while there were two different hallways and a large glass office with its blinds closed off to another side.

      The glass office’s door read ‘Maeve Lye - Cruise Director.’

      I wondered if the Lyes were an old magical family, like I knew the Lauders to be—what our magic community referred to as constant-bloods, or families where magic never skipped a generation. I’d never heard of the Lyes but everyone knew about the Magnolia on Water, but it was still entirely possible. Which meant they stuck together like white on rice.

      Well, here goes nothing.

      I was surprised when as I reached for the door knob the door was pulled inward at the same time. Maeve stood there looking just as startled.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry, Miss Lye. I was just coming up to see you. Do you have a moment to talk?”

      She looked over at a petite woman sitting behind a wide desk not far from the office. The woman was busy looking at what appeared to be a dancing dog video on her laptop.

      “I see it’s time to find a new secretary,” Maeve said under her breath before plastering a cool and indifferent smile on her thin face. “I must apologize, but I’m actually on my way to the main dining hall.”

      She was already striding past me before I could get another word out. “Wait! Please, it’ll just be a few minutes. It’s rather important or I wouldn’t have bothered going directly to the top of the chain.”

      She regarded me with some interest. Clearly she liked the idea of being at the top, not to mention the idea that people knew she was. “I suppose I could meet with Chef Milan a few minutes later. Greta?” She turned her attention back to the secretary who only now just noticed us. Greta was a little too late in closing the laptop.

      “I’ll need you to call the main kitchen and let them know I’ll be running a few minutes behind.”

      “Yes, mum!” Greta said in her thick English accent. She shakily picked up the complicated-looking phone on her desk and spoke quickly into it.

      “Now. Miss…?”

      “Devaine. Birdie Devaine,” I finished for her.

      “Birdie. Huh. I don’t suppose you happen to be the Birdie? The magician?” she said with a hint of a smile. Whether her tone was meant to be condescending or not, I wasn’t sure.

      “Yes,” I replied with a nod. “That would be me.”

      “Have a seat in my office and let’s discuss whatever this emergency is,” she said as she gestured past me.

      I did as she asked, settling into the rigid seat trying not to squirm to get comfortable. Based on all the different medals and certificates on Maeve’s wall, I was not at all surprised to get the strict and disciplined energy rolling off of her.

      She caught me looking as she closed the door behind her. “Most witches hide their achievements from others, but I don’t see the point in that.” She pointed to one of the nearest trophies to her with its brass podium on top. “National Debate Champion. 1955. I was what… fifteen?”

      “I see.” Really I didn’t see the point in this but I figured I’d humor her if it meant she’d listen to me.

      “I was smart for my age. Very smart. That trophy had nothing to do with my ability, yet everyone always assumes it does. Witches and warlocks aren’t just their magic, is what I’m getting at,” she said as if she could read my mind. Then again, that was entirely plausible.

      “I completely agree. It’s a shame that not everyone else does.”

      She gave me another once-over and nodded. “Yes. It is. Now…” she carefully took a seat on the other side of the polished and organized desk, “what is it you are concerned with, Miss Devaine?”

      How to begin? “I’m afraid there’s been some sort of mix-up. With the rooms. And the um, the tickets in general. You see, my friend booked five tickets for this cruise, at the joined balcony stateroom level, I believe. And when we boarded we were heavily upgraded.”

      She raised a pale brow. “Heavily upgraded? By which you mean…?”

      “We were told that we were the Captain’s special guests and were provided with access to one of the Rotunda suites.”

      “Hm. Well, my father does like to treat people well. Perhaps he’s a fan of your… shows. Every now and then we’ll get the random celebrity on board. I’m not surprised, quite frankly.”

      “Oh. Your father is the captain?” I asked, not having put the two together. “That makes sense. Sorry, but I think there’s still been a mix-up. I’m not the one who ordered the tickets. My friend Francine was. The problem here isn’t necessarily the room change but the fact that Francine was even able to purchase the tickets in the first place.”

      A subtle change in her expression showed the slight alarm in Maeve’s steel-gray eyes. “And why is that?”

      “Francine is non-magical. In fact… out of the five of us, I’m the only witch. And until about half an hour ago, not all of my friends knew this about me.”

      Maeve slowly rose from her seat with an air of irritation stirring around her. “That’s impossible. My mother is the one in charge of looking over the reservations one by one. Surely there must be some mistake—”

      The door to the office banged open and in came Marcus, the young man I’d met earlier. There were beads of sweat sliding down his temples.

      He took a deep breath and let the words go all at once. “She’s done it again, Mom! Deck sixteen was completely without fresh linens. Magda had it written down that half the floor was empty! So the lower housekeeping team never filled any of the rooms with their supplies, so Frank and I had to quickly work to send all of the supplies down the entire floor to each housekeeper. And naturally this was only noticed once all of our deck sixteen guests were checking into their rooms. Stacks of towels, washcloths, complimentary items, all of those things were zooming up and down the halls over the tops of their heads. Utterly unprofessional.”

      Magda. I turned to look at Maeve and sighed. “I don’t suppose this Magda that’s in charge of the vacancy information is the same Magda who took our tickets earlier? And informed us of the upgrade?”

      The crack in her solid energetic armor was enough to tell me I was right.

      “I’ll speak with her myself on the matter,” she said, looking at Marcus. “Right now I have a different situation to deal with. Do me a favor and have Greta come here.”

      “What about Magda? We can’t keep having her make these kinds of mistakes. She’s three-hundred and twelve years old—don’t you think it’s time for her to retire?”

      I nearly let out a whistle. I’ve met some long-living witches but over three-hundred years old? It was no wonder Magda was nutty in the head.

      “I said I will handle it,” Maeve said firmly. “Please get Greta for me. I need her.” She turned to me. “What is the full name of the person who reserved the rooms?”

      Marcus ducked his head and left the room while I gave her Frannie’s full name.

      “I believe I might have figured out the issue,” Maeve announced as Greta came in with her head bowed. “My mother does have a habit of forgetting things lately. Marcus isn’t wrong about that. What I believe may have happened is that she saw the name Francine Paine and mistook it for Francesca Penna. Fran is an old friend of ours and she also happens to have four family members who would’ve accompanied her on this cruise. However, the Pennas don’t take time off during this time of year due to their production in their wineries, so they wouldn’t have set up vacation time with us regardless.”

      That… made a lot more sense. “Okay. I suppose my next question for you is where do we go from here?”

      Maeve tapped a pencil on her desk softly. “The mistake was on our part, and I must apologize for it. You’re right, your friend should not have been able to buy the tickets. And as this is an exclusive trip for our magical patrons…”

      “I understand. However… what if my friends and I were to stay for the duration of the cruise? I know you don’t want others to know about this issue, I completely understand, believe me,” I said, cutting her off, “but my friend paid good money to be here. Money that I’m sure you would refund, but why not keep your money and let us stay? I don’t want them to miss out on such an amazing experience. And my friends are older… they don’t have quite as much time to spare on things like this. I can promise you that if you let us stay we won’t cause any issues. We’ll keep to ourselves. You have my word.”

      Maeve chewed her bottom lip. The silence in the room was heavy. I held my breath, hoping for the best because after this whole revelation about me being a witch, the last thing I wanted was to have to tell them we couldn’t stay. Frannie at the very least would be devastated.

      “Greta. Draw me up one of those NDA’s from the template folder. I’m going to need… five copies of it. I’ll send you the notes on what to include. Go on,” she said, shooing her secretary back out the door.

      “As we are already on our way to Key West. I can’t very well have Father turn the ship around. And it would be an utter mess trying to send the five of you back to shore at this point, it wouldn’t go unnoticed either. Will you sign a form saying that you will keep your friend’s presence on this ship a secret? I will need that in writing if you are to stay.”

      “Absolutely,” I said, sticking my hand out to shake hers. “I can bring them up now, if you’d like.”

      She gave me a curt nod. “I’ll send Marcus to collect you all once Greta and I have drawn up to forms. And Miss Devaine?”

      I stood up. “Yes?”

      “Please go over the rules with your friends, so that they can at the very least blend in somewhat.”

      That was already the plan, but I promised her anyway.

      My stomach growled as I walked back into our stateroom. All eyes were on me.

      Shutting the door behind me, I winced. “All right. I suppose we have a lot of ground to cover, don’t we?”
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      “You really should’ve worn the dress I suggested.” Frannie gave TJ a once-over with her narrowed gaze. “Is it so hard to try dressing a bit more for the occasion?”

      TJ, who was already irritated with having to dress up for the Magnolia’s first formal night dinner, crossed her arms. “Don’t try me, Francine. Don’t you do it.”

      Me and Geena both rolled our eyes on our end of the sofa.

      Cinda emerged from the bathroom wearing a simple black dress with sequins. “I rather like dressing the part every now and then,” she said giving us a little shimmy as she walked across the room.

      I let out a whistle. “My, my! Cinda Beaumont takes to the red carpet with panache and glamour!” All of us clapped for her, even TJ.

      Cinda gave a little bow, a wide grin breaking across her face. “Thank you, thank you. I just picked up this little number a couple of weeks ago while John and I were out for the night. And thanks to a few pointers from our fashionista over here,” she said, pointing to Frannie, “there may have been an attempt to put on some makeup.”

      “Well, whatever the case, you look fantastic dear,” Geena said.

      Her and I were the first ones finished getting ready. I opted for one my favorites—a gold damask print Valentino that always made me feel like I belonged on the stage. In the spirit of keeping things simple, I fixed my hair so that it was neatly hanging down past my shoulders.

      Geena was an understated beauty. Which was only more apparent once she put on the gauzy red dress Frannie had packed for her. The elegant updo and smoky makeup Frannie also stepped in to help with were the finishing touches and none of us could deny she was a knockout.

      She patted her hair nervously. “Are you sure this isn’t overkill?”

      “Not at all. These formal nights are pretty standard for cruise as far as I know. And witches and warlocks never pass on the chance to dress to kill. Not literally, of course,” I quickly added when all of my friends’ eyebrows shot up.

      After explaining to them how to handle themselves around others, I was pretty confident we could go through the rest of our trip relatively unnoticed. I had to do some explaining to Frannie and TJ, the latter of whom was reluctant to listen.

      “It’s called the équilibre de la nature—the balance of nature. Witches in particular can live for a very long time compared to non-magical humans, or even warlocks. We age much slower, but we are not immortal. We can die almost as easily as anyone else, it’s just the aging is slowed down past a certain stage in our lives. Once a witch reaches fifteen, her body starts to slow down. When I was your age, in my late fifties, early sixties that is, I looked as if I was barely twenty-five. Plenty of us go on to live past two-hundred-fifty. But the warlocks age as normal healthy humans do. For the most part, they live to reach their eighties or so. If they aren’t wielding their abilities to others’ detriment.”

      “That seems oddly sexist,” said Frannie with a frown.

      “Nature, works to balance. Believe me, it’s for good reason. We live longer but our powers are usually less dangerous. Mine, for example. I create persuasive environments—screens, I like to call them. I can make anyone think they are experiencing anything I want.” I’d already had to show them the extent of my ability as soon as we came back to the room just to prove to TJ I was real, so I continued on.

      “While a warlock might have the potential to create some situations straight from his imagination. I could make you think you’re holding a piece of ice in your hand, while a warlock could potentially create the ice in your hand. There are differences in quantitative power. It’s why they die off quicker. Men tend to crave power more than women do amongst us magical beings. And people in power are bad enough, but give them actual tangible magic? It can get ugly. Warlocks die at a younger age over power struggles, duels and the like. It’s not quite as aggressive as it used to be, and if there’s anything good that could come out of this ridiculous public outing, it’s that the warlocks might be kept in check more efficiently. Especially with the whole world watching.”

      Everyone was quiet, mulling over all of the sudden burst of information.

      “That is terribly interesting, Birdie,” Frannie said as she finished putting in her earrings. Her blonde hair was piled high and pinned, with her pretty pink lipstick matching her pretty pink knee-length dress. “But we should probably get going. We have a fancy dinner to attend, after all. Not to mention going over all of our itinerary for the next ten… nix that, nine days!”

      She was met with a resounding groan from all of us.
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      The dining room, or should I say dining rooms, was just as spectacular as the dining pamphlet made it seem. Even more, perhaps.

      With the option of choosing one of three enclosed floors to dine on, we chose a six-seated table on the first floor, right underneath yet another grand chandelier that was made of glittering hanging strands of crystal beads and spanned the length of ten tables. Along the royal blue walls were brightly burning flames flickering from each candelabra every twenty feet or so.

      The tables were covered in expensive white material with gold silverware and   gold chargers to match. A tall bouquet of roses and hydrangea stood in the middle of the table, also dripping with the same crystal strands from above.

      We sat down and almost immediately a hostess came over, wearing an overly eager smile on her face. “Ladies, thank you for joining us this evening. May I start you off with drinks for the table?”

      “Oh, well, yes,” I stumbled, not even having a chance to look over the drink menu that materialized in front of me. “Would you mind giving us a couple of minutes to look everything over?”

      “Of course! I’ll be back shortly.” And with that she disappeared, quite literally.

      “What in the heck?” Cinda clutched at her chest, her brown eyes wide. “Did that girl just… vanish into thin air?”

      Frannie just giggled and opened the drink menu. “I love magic. And oh, look at that! I was just thinking to myself how nice it would be to have one of my Gram’s old homemade gin and tonics.” She turned the menu to face the rest of us and pointed to one of the first lines which read ‘Gram’s Old Homemade Gin and Tonic.’

      “Nice touch,” I said as I plucked the menu from between her fingers. “I’m feeling like a good Mai Tai, personally.”

      “Let me see that thing!” TJ said, grabbing it from me. “Huh. Guess I’ll be having some Coors after all.” She slide Geena and Cinda the menu so they could take a look. “I’m willing to be people make a killing on eBay selling this stuff,” TJ said as she held up a fork to inspect it.

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t count on it. The Lyes probably have everything enchanted so that nothing of theirs can leave the ship. Though if you see someone sporting melted gold on their body—likely with the burns to go with it—then you’ll know someone risked finding out.” It was grim but true. There were plenty of unspoken rules in our communities and one of the top golden rules to follow was not to steal.

      “Birdie! I thought I might see you down here tonight.” Jonathan walked over with Cecily on his arm. They both looked like movie stars naturally, but Cecily looked as though she were already bored with the whole affair.

      Behind them, another couple stood almost as a younger version of them. The younger man flashed us a confident smile while the woman that was draped on his arm stared at us coolly. If Cecily was the movie star then this woman was the supermodel. With long blonde hair halfway down her back and luminous green eyes lined with thick lashes, she could’ve been on the cover of any given high fashion magazine. She reminded me of a very young Frannie with less morals and more attitude.

      “Ladies, I don’t think we were properly introduced this afternoon,” Jonathan said, sticking out his hand toward Geena next to me. “I’m Jonathan Lauder.”

      Geena smiled warmly up at him. “Geena,” she replied, keeping the last name out of it as we had gone over. “And this is Cinda, TJ, and Francine.”

      “Nice to meet you all. This is my wife Cecily, and this is my son Devlin, and his wife Ivana,” he said, gesturing to the younger couple.

      I gave a little wave. “Oh, you’re Jonathan’s son! How lovely to meet you,” I said as he took my hand. “I’m Birdie Devaine.”

      A soft gasp made me pause. It was as though a light bulb went off in his fiancée’s head and she brought her hand to her mouth. A many-karat diamond ring sparkled on her left ring finger.

      “Birdie? As in Birdie, Magnolia Magic!?”

      I honestly couldn’t remember the last time I’d met an actual fan, but there was no doubt about it as Ivana squealed when I nodded. “Live and in person,” I said with a little flourish, just like I did when I was performing at the MGM Grand.

      She squealed again and leaned down to throw her thin arms around my shoulders, nearly knocking me out with her sickly sweet expensive-smelling perfume and large statement necklace hanging down. “Oh my god! I’ve been to like, five of your shows. I was so shocked to find out you were an actual witch—how clever!”

      “I have to admit, I thought the idea was rather cheeky myself,” Jonathan boomed as he nudged his son. “Ingenuity. This gal can make you see whatever she wants you to see. It’s pretty wild.”

      My cheeks burned. “It was definitely an experience.”

      “Um, Mrs. Lauder?” a young woman in a plain gray dress said softly. “Did you want to me email Mr. Fisher back?”

      Cecily peeled herself from her husband’s arm and turned up her nose. “He can get a response from me when we return home. I already told you, Rebekah, I’m not answering any correspondence while we’re at sea. I know you heard me.”

      Rebekah looked away and nodded. “I’m sorry. You’re right—I’ll just turn on your away messages and I’ll check them when we’re back in D.C.”

      Cecily clucked her tongue. “No, no. You’ll keep watch on them. Just in case. I just don’t need to worry about fussing over them while I’m on vacation.”

      Rebekah nodded again and walked off, pulling out a phone from her purse.

      Ivana and Devlin were at least courteous enough to excuse themselves to their table for drinks. Cecily didn’t even bother saying a word as she stalked off.

      “Nice family portrait you have there,” Cinda said, a little bit of her lighthearted sarcasm seeping into it.

      Jonathan had enough of a humor to nod in agreement. “We are quite the bunch indeed. I suppose everyone wants to order.” He turned to me, placing his hand on the back of my chair. “Why don’t we catch up later after dinner? I’m meeting with a few of my colleagues on the Top Deck at eight o’clock, and I hear there will be plenty of entertainment out there as well. What do you say?”

      I looked over at Frannie and grinned. “What do you think, oh fearless leader? Do we have some space in our itinerary for some fun?”

      Everyone snickered.

      “Oh hush,” she said. “For your information, I knew that there would be evening festivities on the main deck tonight, so I already had a plan for us to attend.”

      I shrugged. “Then it’s settled. We’ll see you around eight, Jon.”

      “Perfect. Enjoy your dinner, everyone. I hear the lobster is magnificent.”
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      “Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea for her to order the creme brûlée,” Frannie said as she smoothed down her dress. “Poor thing.”

      Geena was back to feeling seasick and had to lie down while the rest of us went to meet with the Lauders on the main deck.

      TJ, who was already out of her pantsuit and into a tank top and Bermuda shorts, swirled her half-empty pint of Coors Light around. “I could get used to this. You know the room service is good when a tray comes floating toward you filled with the exact drink you want. I get it now. Wanting to keep all this mess to y’all’s selves. I wouldn’t want to share automatic beer, either.”

      I snorted. “It’s a little more complex than that, but sure. Oh, there they are.”

      Jonathan was overlooking the starboard side, talking with a stout man in a Hawaiian print shirt. His wife was nowhere to be found.

      He waved us over and I smiled. “Hello again.”

      “Ah! Here she is. Ruben, this is Birdie, the ex-hippy and Vegas performer,” he said with a laugh as I walked up. “This is Ruben, one of my old employers at Sibley Memorial Hospital. He’s the head of the hospital board of directors there. He’s our other neighbor upstairs.”

      Ruben tipped his glass of wine to me. “How do you do?”

      “Ex-hippy? Really, now? Hardly—I’m just not a fan of war is all. These are my friends…” but as I turned to them I realized they were no longer right behind me. “What in the world…?”

      Jonathan chuckled and pointed past me to a spot on the light-up dance floor that flashed in the middle of a crowd. Frannie and Cinda were already edging their way into the melee, while TJ was kicking back in a free lounge chair, with her now-empty pint being refilled by a waiter.

      I shook my head. “Well then. It looks like it’s just me for company.”

      “You won’t find me complaining,” he said, winking at me. Jon was the charming type who I knew was a magnet for all of the WASPy women that look his way. I didn’t think of him as more than a friend though, but he was a good friend to me at one time.

      It didn’t take long for the conversation to turn to his family. “Cecily, she’s a tough nut to crack. She can rub people the wrong way, but the heart wants what it wants and all that bull. We’ve been married since ’78 and had Dev in ’82. He’s actually the whole reason why we’re here, as a matter of fact.”

      “Why’s that?” Ruben asked.

      I leaned forward, curious too.

      “Their wedding date was two weeks ago, but Dev had a major case come up—the biggest one he’s dealt with so far—and there was no getting around it. We had to postpone the wedding and that means getting in touch with all of the vendors, moving things to another time, fixing everything involved as you can imagine.”

      “Yikes,” Ruben said. “Was this the honeymoon or something?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “No. Ivana refused to do their honeymoon before they were officially married, so we had to move that too. Cecily and I… well, I felt terrible about the whole ordeal—we’re the ones footing the bill you see. Ivana doesn’t really have much in the way of family, so we thought we’d do the whole thing. Dev’s our only child, anyway.”

      I glanced out at the moon’s light reflecting on the water. “So where does the cruise come into play?”

      He shrugged. “Eh, it was just part of the apology. I thought that maybe the four of us could use a little break from all of the stress with the wedding. Ivana and Dev weren’t too pleased, though he felt pretty bad about it too. She was a mess—it took him days to finally get her out of her room.”

      “Oh no.” I could imagine just how upsetting it might have been to have my entire wedding and honeymoon moved because of my fiancé’s job. “What does your son do, exactly?”

      Jon stood up taller, prouder. “My boy’s a public defense attorney. He’s the first of his kind—takes on magical cases on behalf of the capital and Virginia, too. He’s a busy guy now with all of that.”

      “I imagine he is.”

      “So you’re telling me you got these tickets less than two weeks out?” Ruben spoke back up. “They’ve been sold out for three months or better!”

      “Five months,” Jonathan corrected him. “That’s the good thing about having Cecily around. Things have a way of working out in our favor. She’s got the gift of luck. Small doses of it, and it takes a lot of concentration and energy—Cecily is down and out for a full couple of days each time she uses her ability, but it’s worth it sometimes.”

      I’d heard of the gift of luck before, but never actually met anyone with it. With a power like that you’d think she’d be a little nicer to people.

      “Where is everyone, anyway? I thought they’d be up here with you,” I asked.

      “Devlin is down near the casino I believe. He’s meeting up with a couple of buddies. And the girls went to check out the first theater show tonight.”

      “They’re missing out,” Ruben said pointing to the horizon. “It’s the perfect night to be on deck. I heard they’re doing some special fireworks the last night before we head back to Key West.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The night was balmy even on the water, and the moon was full and hung halfway up the sky. With the lights and the music and people having a good time, it was hard imagining wanting to be anywhere else.

      I hope Geena feels better soon. I hate the idea of her being in the room by herself, not feeling well. I looked up at the top deck where I knew all of the owner suite’s balconies led to. The lights were on, but no one seemed to be up there.

      A shadow seemed to move along the balcony as soon as I started to look away, catching my eye. From down here you couldn’t see through the glass railing, but I knew up there you could see perfectly below. A shadow moved again, and I squinted. Our balcony in the room was facing the opposite way as far as I knew, so it couldn’t be Geena.

      It happened so fast that I didn’t have a chance to scream.

      Something heavy flew over the top deck’s balcony and fell with a heavy splash into the dark water below. There was a strangled scream and I realized all at once that it was an actual person who’d gone overboard.

      “Jonathan!” I shrieked, grabbing at him. “Someone’s fallen in!”
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      Around us, people clamored to our side of the deck, calling out to the unlucky soul who’d fallen in.

      Jonathan nodded at Ruben and Ruben held his arms out in front of him as if he were holding on to an invisible but heavy rope and started slowly pulling something toward him.

      I leaned over the railing and shouted, “Someone shine some light down there so we can see! Alert the captain!”

      An older woman still in her formal evening wear took off her elbow-length gloves and handed them to the man standing next to her. She held her hands inches apart forming a glowing energy mass between them. The light became brighter as she pulled her hands further apart, until it was twice the size of a beach ball.

      “Someone send this down below!” she shouted out to the group along the railing looking over.

      Someone heard her and the glowing ball of light floated away from her hands though she still held them close, and it bobbed down to the water not far from where the body had hit.

      A shrill alarm went off, causing even more panic.

      Ruben, red-faced, grunted with effort as he kept pulling something. Something broke through the water and came upwards, soaking and unmoving.

      People gasped.

      “It’s a woman!” someone yelled. “Call the healers!”

      “We’re here, we’re here!”

      I turned around to find a small crew of witches and warlocks dressed in scrubs already on deck behind us. Two of them already had a stretcher in place, hovering a few feet above the deck.

      “Come on, Ruben! You’ve almost got her!” Jonathan shouted, his eyes panicked and wide.

      The woman finally reached the railing, and Jonathan and I helped by others quickly pulled her back over. We immediately moved out of the way for the healers to get to work on her.

      In truth it was almost hard to discern that she was a person, with the huge fur coat that she was wrapped up in. In my frazzled brain I morbidly wondered if she was something else from a person entirely. But the headband in her hair and the flats on her feet made it clear.

      “Oh no,” Jonathan said, bringing his hand up to his forehead. He looked away, his face pale.

      The healers had flipped the woman on her back and pushed the fur coat back to reveal her. In a plain gray dress, lie Rebekah.

      The healers demanded everyone to get back and began to work on her. One man held his hands inches above her chest and pushed without touching her. Water gurgled up past her pale lips, but she didn’t move. He kept going in an effort to clear her lungs, but another healer put her hand on his shoulder.

      All of us could feel the absence of her energy.

      She was gone.
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      Everything was a blur. All of us were standing outside of our staterooms, quietly confused.

      Cecily was the last to show up, looking sick as a dog. Jonathan pulled her to the side to explain what we knew so far, which was nothing other than her personal assistant was now lying dead somewhere inside the ship.

      They went back and forth for a few minutes while we gave them some space. Tears slid down her face as she went into their room and pulled the door shut behind her.

      Cinda tapped me on the shoulder. “We’re going to go in and check on Geena. Maybe we can find a movie to watch…something to calm everyone’s nerves?”

      I nodded. The vision of Rebekah’s body hitting the water wouldn’t leave me alone. “That’s probably a good idea. I’ll be in shortly.”

      She and TJ and Frannie all told Jonathan and me goodnight and went inside.

      Devlin came out of the elevator with his tie pulled loose and a worried expression on his face. “They’re considering it a suicide,” he said carefully. “You told Mom?”

      Jonathan nodded. “She’s lying down. I think she’s in shock—she mentioned something about a fur coat? I think maybe the one Rebekah was wearing. I don’t know, she’s sounded a little out of it. She needs rest.”

      “I think we all do,” Devlin said. “Me and Ivana are just going to call it a night.”

      To be fair, that was precisely my idea.

      “Actually, I think I’m going to do the same. Please give Cecily my condolences. You said something about Rebekah’s family?”

      “She has an older sister that will be meeting us in Key West. I believe she’ll be taking Rebekah’s body from there…”

      I gave him a quick hug and told him goodnight too, ready to go relax with some of that wine in the room.

      “How’s Geena?” I asked a minute later, slipping off my shoes.

      “She’s asleep, so I assume she’s probably okay for now,” Cinda said, already in her pajamas. “TJ’s working on the wine bottle as we speak.”

      “Stupid. Cork.” TJ said through gritted teeth in the kitchen.

      We didn’t even make it into the first few minutes of Dirty Dancing before a short faint tone filled the air and a familiar crisp voice came over the intercom. “Ladies and gentlemen. This is your cruise director, Maeve Lye. I have an announcement to make regarding one of our guests this evening. After a valiant effort from other guests and my brilliant staff of healers to revive a young woman who’d gone over the railing in her suite, we are saddened to report that she did not make it. And after careful consideration with the captain and the rest of my heads of staff, I will have to place a precautionary lockdown on the entirety of the Magnolia.”

      There was a long enough pause to give everyone a chance to process what she said. I looked to the others in concern. I had no idea what a precautionary lockdown would look like, but it certainly didn’t sound promising.

      “As I’m sure many of you have read in your on boarding packet, a precautionary lockdown is in case of an extreme emergency, including the loss of a life on deck. What this means is that all magic will be locked down throughout the duration of this trip. You will have no access to any of your abilities, nor will any magical property of any sort be possible. The ship’s energy field will hold all of it until the lockdown has been lifted. That does not mean you cannot enjoy yourselves of course, that is not our intention at all. As soon as you step foot off the plank way, you’ll be free of the lockdown and can resume your magic as usual.

      However, things will have to run a little differently without our usual way of keeping up with the staff’s duties and things as such. We ask that you please be patient as we all work to make the rest of this trip as enjoyable and memorable as possible. Thank you for understanding, and I hope everyone is able to get a good night’s rest.”

      “Oh boy,” I groaned. And because of course I had to, I tried to summon a simple screen of Grifter sleeping in his corner of the kitchen. Nothing happened. I slumped back against the chair, letting out a sigh. “This is just terrific.”

      I immediately regretted the way the words came out of my mouth though, as if this was the worst part of what had happened. A minor inconvenience. How stupid of me!

      “No magic allowed at all?” TJ asked.

      “Nope,” I said and shook my head.

      She lifted a shoulder. “So business as usual for us then, huh?”

      Well. She had a point.
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      Frannie made one heck of an effort to try and boost everyone’s morale in the morning. I’ve never been a real early morning bird myself, but even I found it hard to sleep in with all her cheerful humming.

      “Has anyone checked on Geena?” I asked, sliding my cold feet into some slippers. I glanced over at her sprawled-out form on the other double bed.

      “She’s feeling a little better but she’s staying here while we go out,” Frannie called out from the first floor.

      “While we’re going out… where?”

      “I wanted to try a bit of everything while we’re here and I saw that they offered world-class gym classes every morning, so I thought I’d sign us up for one of the more exciting-sounding ones! So throw on something to exercise in—the class starts in twenty minutes.”

      I hung my head. As much as I knew it would do me some good to move around and not stir in last night’s tragic events, the idea of participating in some bougie training session with a bunch of young moms in perfect shape made me want to crawl back in bed.

      Francine offered me a glass of sweet tea from the fancy glass pitcher on the island as I came downstairs, dressed in the closest resemblance of a gym outfit that I could find. “See? There you go—all dressed up and in the spirit! At least someone’s playing along,” she added, throwing a dirty look over to the king bed not far from where we were standing.

      Cinda, who was swaying on one side of the bed, clearly looked like she was a split-second between falling forward or back into bed.

      I snorted as I walked over and lent a hand to help her up. “Come on, girl. Let’s get moving before the drill sergeant makes us drop and do fifty.”

      She nodded, still looking straight ahead with her eyes glazed over. “Mmhm.”

      “TJ, that means you too, hon!” Frannie said, pulling her hair up and out of her face. “We all need a good sweat.”

      The not-so-subtle sound of sawing logs issued from under the covers on TJ’s side of the king bed. Cinda walked over and shoved at TJ’s hip.

      “Wake up, sunshine.”

      “No,” TJ growled, rolling the other way with the blanket wrapped around her even tighter.

      “Do you know what class we’re taking, Frannie?” I asked, mildly amused with Cinda fighting to drag her cousin out of bed.

      She took a slow sip from her own glass of sweet tea and smiled. “Zumba. For beginners. I heard from some ladies at church that it’s a ton of fun. Lots of energy, lots of moving. It’s more like dancing than aerobics.”

      “Good,” Cinda said with a soured look. “I haven’t done an aerobics class since the eighties and I wasn’t planning on starting back any time soon. I’ll leave the spandex to Richard Simmons.”

      Frannie sighed. “She’s not—”

      “She’s not coming, nope,” Cinda finished for her. “Let me throw on some sweats and we can get going. At least Geena will have TJ to keep her company.”

      I winced. “Poor Geena.”

      I felt more than a little silly, walking throughout the ship to the three-story fitness center in my leggings and sweatshirt. Leggings were a new trend that I was not a fan of, but I had them to sleep in and figured at least my sweatshirt was long enough to cover up my rear-end—which was more than I could say for some the girls we found in the training room.

      “Just ignore them, dear,” Cinda whispered as we took our places toward the back. Her knowing look reflected back at me through the wall-length mirror running across the front of the room.

      Frannie didn’t seem bothered by this at all, in fact, she was busy chatting up another woman about the class.

      “Zumba is so fun, I can’t believe you’ve never tried it! It’s like, the easiest. I mean, the classes get harder as you go but the best part is trying to keep up,” the woman said, possibly even perkier than Frannie.

      Frannie turned back to us with a hopeful smile. “This sounds like it’s going to be a breeze!”

      “You just remember that Francine,” Cinda said with a shake of her head. “You remember that when your makeup is dripping down the front of your leotard after this is all through.”

      A collective gasp spread like a wave through the room. The side door was opened and standing in front of it appeared to be our instructor. At least… I hoped he was our instructor.

      He was a little on the shorter side, but he was ripped, with a mop of shiny, curly black hair that would make any woman jealous. This man was straight off one of those Spanish prince bodice-rippers you pick up at the grocery store.

      “Ladies! I am so glad you are here! Are you ready to Zumba?” the man said in a booming thick accent, rolling his r’s.

      You would’ve thought it was one of those boy band concerts, the way everyone seemed to scream with excitement. Even Frannie was jumping up and down. Me and Cinda just laughed.

      “Good! Good! That’s what I like to hear. My name is Benito, and yes, I am your Zumba instructor. But I’m not just your instructor—I am your leader in fitness! I will take you and mold you into the fittest, healthiest version of yourselves. I will give you more of the increased energy and stamina you need to get you through the day. Zumba isn’t just exercise or aerobics or dancing. It’s a commitment to putting your body in motion and training your mind to follow through. Can you handle it?”

      “Yes!”

      He grinned wider. “Can. You. Handle it?”

      Even I joined in with a resounding ‘yes!’” It was hard not to match his energy as he gave us the instructions of what to do. The music came on, starting off low-key with the rhythm. Everyone was already swaying on the spot and I looked to Cinda.

      “Hey, maybe this won’t be so bad after all.”

      Cinda nudged me. “It certainly doesn’t hurt that Benito looks like one of those sexy Formula One Racers.”

      I giggled. “Too true.”

      I kept in time with what Benito was doing, at least for the first thirty-seconds. But the music picked up and he spun around to do something with his leg and arm at the same time that had me spinning and knocking into Cinda.

      Frannie was in better shape than we were but even she was lost after the lights started blinking and the music got louder and more intense. She threw a crazed look at us, shaking her head. “I don’t know what’s happening.”

      The best we could do was just pretend we knew what we were doing. To say we were out of step was a gross misrepresentation. We were leagues behind, but oddly enough even sweatier and more out of breath that everyone else in front of us.

      My chest squeezed tighter and tighter with each repetitive bend, and my hips refused to swivel as easily as Benito’s did, though I enjoyed watching him regardless.

      And I wasn’t the only one. Despite the huffing and puffing coming from Frannie, she kept her eyes trained on Benito with the kind of determination that made me wonder whether she was just trying to keep up or not trying to look away. Either was feasible with Frannie.

      Cinda tapped on my shoulder and shook her head before leaning back against the wall and holding her hands up to signal her taking a time out.

      I glanced around the room, desperate to find a clock—how long was this class, anyway?

      “Yes, yes! We’re in the thick of it all—who’s hanging on?”

      A strange blend of grunts and shouts sounded through the room and Benito laughed it off as he turned to face the mirror again, stretching his arms up high.

      This man was a maniac. A suave and very attractive maniac, but a maniac, nonetheless. Who else would laugh before going into deep lunges across the floor?

      We were mere puddles on the floor by the time the lights came back on all the way and the music died out. No one was quiet—you were either laughing away the pain and exhaustion, or unwillingly huffing and puffing away like the three of us.

      Benito clapped his hands together at the front of the room. “Fantastico! You all did a wonderful job. The women’s locker room is out that door and to the right if want to go ahead and get cleaned up. I’ll be teaching Spin class in one hour in the adjacent room, so if you’re up for it, feel free to join me and pound the pedals!” He flashed a perfectly dimpled grin at us and gave an exuberant bow, barely breaking a sweat.

      “I think I might need a few… minutes…” Cinda wheezed, bent over with her hands one of the stacks of plastic step-ups.

      The walk back to the room felt twice as long as the way from. While Cinda stayed to get cleaned up in the locker room, Frannie and I decided to head back to the room and freshen up. Luckily there were two full bathrooms so all three of us could shower instead of having to take turns.

      Frannie was already busy chirping about the next thing on her to-do list once I was finished drying my hair.

      “And there’s a bunch of shops along the promenade for us to check out. I couldn’t come here and not do a little window-shopping.”

      “Window-shopping, hm?” I said, the corner of my mouth quirking up. “Just browsing?”

      Her cheeks were already tinged pink from her bath, but I knew she was blushing. “I mean I might as well bring along my wallet. Just in case, right?”

      “I suppose I should bring mine too,” I said. “Just in case. What about you, Geena? You up for some walking around yet?”

      Geena, who was slipping on her shoes, shook her head. “I mean I am, but TJ, Cinda and I are going to the casino for a bit. I want to try my hand at the slots.”

      The slots? Geena’s many things but a gambler? I was constantly surprised at my friends. When I thought I had one of them pinned down, they did something new to intrigue me. That was one of the best parts about having them around.

      Frannie and I were halfway to the elevators to take us down to deck five when Marcus came out of one of the unlabeled doors by the elevators with a slight frown on his face. As soon as he saw us it faded into a polite smile.

      “Miss Devaine, Miss Paine. How are the two of you doing this morning?”

      “Hello Marcus,” I said, giving him a little wave.

      Frannie beamed at him. “Good morning! We were just heading off to do a little shopping downstairs. Did a little stint in the fitness center earlier. I never knew Zumba could be so… thrilling.”

      Marcus looked between the two of us, very obviously amused. “Oh yeah? Who was this morning’s instructor…?”

      I pretended to swat at him. “Oh, hush.”

      “What can I say? My father’s a ladies man,” he said with a shrug.

      My jaw dropped. “I’m sorry. Did you just say your father? As in… Benito?”

      “The one and only.”

      “There’s no way. How old…? I’m sorry, I’m being rude,” Frannie said, cutting herself off. “It’s just… he looks so young.”

      Marcus glanced around us and leaned in. “Witches age slower, but Spanish men never grow old,” he chuckled. “My mother always said she’d never marry or have kids. But then she met my father and dropped all of that to be with him. You wouldn’t know it from just meeting her, but my mom has a soft heart. At times.”

      At times. I imagine those times were few and far between from what I felt around her. But everyone deserves to be happy, in the end.

      “Also. My mother told me the deal with your name mix-up situation,” he said softly. “But don’t worry, the secret is safe with me as well. If you need anything or have any trouble with another guest, please let me know. I’ll handle it for you if necessary. I imagine that it can be a little… intimidating being around so many of us at once.”

      “It certainly levels the playing field when no one can use their magic,” Frannie said, not unkindly. “Now I imagine that must feel… scary.”

      Truth be told, it hadn’t really bothered me so much. But then again, I was usually around non-magical people. Thinking back to times when I was around only witches and warlocks stuck Frannie’s words home. It must be pretty scary to feel detached from your powers, for everyone else.

      Marcus nodded with a sad smile. “It feels off. And I know many onboard are not pleased with my family right now. We’re all just going to have to make the best of it. I have a long list of things to do to keep up with a magic-less floating ship full of people. Like I said, Birdie. If you need anything, my office is there by my mother’s. Have fun shopping.”

      Frannie waited until we were on the elevator alone before saying, “He’s a good kid, but he’s a got a chip on that shoulder. Or is it just me?”

      I could feel it too. “No, I know what you mean. I hope whatever it is will blow over for him soon.”

      The elevator let on more and more people as we went down, packing all of us in like sardines in a tin can. I was just happy to breathe when we finally got off on the fifth floor. Nearby, a five-piece jazz band was playing a lively version of Sweet Georgia Brown. I shimmied to it, remembering the last time I heard a good ragtime song live like this. Probably sometime in the ‘30s.

      Frannie took my hand and pulled me closer, giggling. We both joined in with a few other people dancing around. But no one was having a better time than one couple. Two women were swinging, dressed to the nines in apparel that was older than Frannie. One flipped and spun the other, pulling her underneath her legs and through. They could’ve been on Broadway with their moves and looks.

      Round and round they went, and the rest of us moved to create a loose circle around them. We all whistled and clapped for them as the taller woman threw the shorter one up in the air, caught her, and then swung her whole body around her smooth as silk. They both stood up and threw their arms around each other, laughing.

      “Haven’t danced this much since D-Day!” the shorter of the two laughed, patting at her victory rolls with a wink at us. The band ended their song on a quick staccato and all of them stood to take their bows.

      I clapped hard along with Frannie, grateful that I decided to go shopping with her. “That was really something.”

      “Right? It’s still shocking to think that those women are probably older than me but look twenty years younger. My stars, it’s even more shocking to say out loud.”

      We finally hit the shops. Frannie wanted to start from one end to the other, but I wanted to pick and choose as we went. Some of the shops weren’t really our cuppa, so we moved on to browse the next.

      “Birdie! This art gallery is to die for!” she gasped, pulling me along into the dimly-lit gallery full of dripping shapes and fever-dreams on canvases.

      I shook my head. “You like this stuff? I thought you were more of a country kitchen, rustic American farmhouse type gal?”

      “Pssh. I have a wider taste than that, silly. But Harry will only put up with so much. ‘If it ain’t God and Country, keep it out of the house!’ He’s just a stubborn old man. But I have a feeling you probably already knew that.”

      And she would be right. Sheriff Harry Paine and I hadn’t exactly gotten off to the best start when I first moved back to my hometown of Nella, Mississippi. For starters, he was sure I had something to do with the murder of my next-door-neighbor. And when he found out I was innocent, he still didn’t outright apologize for thinking I was a killer.

      I could already smell the scent of expensive leather before we even entered the designer handbag shop. Frannie was positively buzzing next to me. Frannie was a pretty frugal gal, considering her expensive tastes, and her admittedly high self-maintenance, but if there was one thing on which she liked to go overboard, forgive the pun, it was a designer purse.

      The shop was all white, with modern and chic walls and columns full of all sorts of purses, totes, luggage sets and more—all with hefty price tags to match.

      She practically yanked my arm out of its socket to drag me over to the newest

      spring collection of Hermès bags. “Birdie,” she rasped. “Look at them! They’re gorgeous, oh my word….” She ran her hand over the dark green leather bag as if it were a precious treasure. Well, maybe at four-thousand dollars a pop, it is.

      “But Cess! Surely you have another!”

      I looked past Frannie and her moment and over at two women who were surveying a column with a tiny clutch bag held in a ceramic open hand, and recognized Cecily Lauder.

      She wore a rather nasty look on her face as she pursed her lips and flipped over the price tag of the clutch. “Others? Of course I have others. But that fur was a vintage sable! My mother gave it to me, and Coco Chanel gave it to her as a wedding gift. You simply can’t find them anywhere anymore. It was easily worth more what I paid that girl in salary a year. And now it’s ruined. They won’t even release it to me even if I wanted it back—it’s evidence according to that ridiculous woman.”

      I nudged Frannie and held my finger up to my lip so she’d stay quiet. Neither Cecily nor her friend seemed to notice we were there.

      Her friend looked more than a little stunned at Cecily’s harsh words. “Did they say what might have caused her to jump?”

      Frannie and I shared a look. There was no doubt in my mind that she was thinking the obvious, too.

      Cecily turned on her heel and strolled over to another bag, this one with a full strap of diamonds on the satchel. “This one is more to my taste, I feel. Oh. They don’t know. Honestly I think she was just looking to get back at me—no, I mean that she was already wanting to off herself and thought it would be a nice little sticking point if she ruined the fur as well. Rebekah never seemed happy enough with anything. Liked to complain, you know? I mean of course she was loyal, and good at her job until the last day,” she quickly added, seeing the look on her friend’s face. “It’s just so tragic. She was so young.”

      I bit back the urge to say anything. Cecily Lauder was not someone who saw reason, that much was sure.

      We waited until she and her friend had moved on before we both started talking at once.

      “Can you believe her?”

      “The audacity to talk about Rebekah like that!”

      “Wonder why she jumped? Ha! As if it’s so hard to tell…”

      I folded my arms. “That woman is more worried about some stupid fur coat than her own assistant’s life. And need I even point out how utterly unethical it is to wear real fur? Ugh, honestly she’s a nightmare. I don’t see how such a good man like Jonathan ended up with her.”

      “Magic?” Frannie offered. “I mean, if that’s even possible.”

      I shrugged. “No, not really. Though with someone like her, I wouldn’t put it past her if it were possible. Are you about ready to go? I feel like I need to wash myself after listening to her.”
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      Up early again, I tagged along with Geena and Frannie to grab some food from the breakfast buffet. Frannie had no sooner finished her omelet than she whipped out her wearing down map of the ship. “Guess what our first thing on the check list is this morning? I mean, after our meal, obviously.”

      She jabbed her finger into the map where a section on of the lower decks was outlined in teal. ‘Silhouette Spa and Sanctuary’ appeared to be two floors of spa services and relaxation ‘zones’ for adults.

      “Well, I won’t turn down a perfectly good back massage,” Geena said, finishing her glass of water. “Count me in.”

      “I’m going to check out the Zen Room. There’s a really neat meditation practice going on in about ten minutes. Want to try it out with me?” Frannie asked.

      I was more of a foot massage person myself, but I shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”

      With soothing sounds of singing bowls and dimmed lights, I was pleased to see the room was practically empty. Frannie clapped her hands together as a tall, willowy woman with roped braids piled high on her head came in with an easy smile. “Welcome everyone. My name is Zuri and I’m the head of the Silhouette Spa and Sanctuary. As you can probably tell, this is the sanctuary part,” she said, pausing for a beat while everyone chuckled, “first and foremost, I’d like to thank you for coming to my class today. Getting up and putting your mind first can be incredibly difficult, which is why we are going to take it nice and easy in here.”

      The meditation in the Zen room was much needed to help keep the image of Rebekah’s drowned body at bay. I helped pull Frannie up once we were through and asked her what she thought of it.

      She blushed and waited for Zuri to turn away before leaning in to whisper, “I liked it okay, but I’m pretty sure I fell asleep somewhere between the white sand shores and the redwood forest.”

      Geena seemed perfectly happy though once we met back up with her. “I think that lady beat the devil out of me!” she laughed, tilting her neck back and forth. “Ugh, it hurt so good. I can’t remember the last time I had a good massage.”

      “I think I know a guy who’d be happy to fulfill your next one on the house,” Frannie said, smirking. “A certain diner owner…?”

      I clapped my hand to my mouth. “No! Bubba Ray?”

      Geena just rolled her eyes. “You’re a terrible gossip, Francine, you know that? There is absolutely nothing going on between me and him—we’re just friends. We’ve been friends for going on thirty years now.”

      “He does seem to favor you the most whenever we stop in to eat,” I said slowly, unable to help myself.

      “Not you too!” she groaned. “Don’t y’all go running up my blood pressure right after I just had it calmed down.”

      I took the pamphlet and little daily events insert out of Frannie’s bag and looked it over. “You know what sounds good?”

      “Sunbathing?”

      “Some more shopping?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know about you two, but these sauna chambers between the locker rooms and this spa center here look pretty welcoming. Anyone else up for a nice steam?”

      It took some doing, but Frannie and I were able to convince Geena to come with us to check out the sauna. After all, it’s not every day you have time to kill.

      “Fine, fine. But if I get end up with more wrinkles coming out than when I went in, you two will be in some deep mess.”

      I was happy to see that the towels were extra-large and fluffy, and that while the first two sauna rooms were pretty crowded, the third only housed three people, giving plenty of space for the three of us. The heat hit me hard enough to make my eyes water and sting a bit, but I was happy to shut the door behind us anyway.

      “So. This is what a sauna is like,” Geena said, eyeing the teak benches warily. “Everyone just sits on wood and swelters? Business as usual back home in the summer, I swear.”

      “Darling, I had no idea this was your first time,” I replied, surprised. “That is the general idea of it, though. Keep in mind that people usually use saunas after getting out of the pool, or when it’s cold outside. But yes, I suppose it is very much like walking around in the Mississippi heat. Bless.”

      “Hello,” Frannie said to the others as we settled in on our end of the bench. “How are you ladies doing today?”

      The witch in the middle of the other two pulled her towel tighter around herself. “Ciao! We are quite well, considering the circumstances.”

      The doughy witch on the left screwed her face up in contempt. “Speak for yourself, Carlotta. I’m ready to wash my hands of this supposed vacanza. What a joke.”

      Oh, boy. Here we go…

      “Chiara, stop being such a chiacchierone. It really isn’t the end of the world,” Carlotta replied with an eyeroll. “Although I must admit that for the ticket price, I’m rather disappointed in this nonsensical rule of precautionary magic withholding. Do you know how frustrating it is to get all excited about the Moon Water Treatment only to find out that all of your waiting was for nothing? I can’t get my compressed energy cleansed without magic.”

      “The Lyes just wanted to go on a power trip if you ask me,” the older-looking witch on the right said, narrowing her beady eyes at us. “The Maeve woman is power-hungry and thought this would be the perfect way to take it from us, rendering every one of us helpless.”

      I could feel Geena bristle as she cleared her throat. “I uh, don’t really see how you’re—we’re helpless. Just because we don’t have access to our powers.”

      I winced. This was not going to be pretty.

      “Just because—just because! You must be kidding. Witches and warlocks without their powers are nothing more than ordinary non-magics. And I’d honestly rather keel over right now than have to live a life as one of them,” the witch said, her lip curling.

      Frannie and Geena both jerked on either side of me, but I patted them on their hands. “It’s… terribly vulnerable feeling being stripped of what you were born with. I think we can all agree on that.”

      This seemed to suffice with the other witches and the three of them continued carrying on amongst themselves about some wildly inaccurate conspiracy about the captain not really being Maeve’s father and Marcus and his sister Mimi not really being Benito’s children.

      Geena’s knuckles whitened as she balled her petite hands into fists along her thighs. Geena was a kind person but one thing she absolutely did not put up with was any kind of injustice being done. Especially right in front of her.

      Frannie tried to engage the two of us in a separate conversation but it was no use—we were both too busy listening in to the half English—half Italian conversation between the other three.

      Just as I was about to suggest that maybe we give up and find something else to do, the witches had one final last laugh before they all slid off the benches and headed out the door without so much as a look backward.

      “The nerve of those women! We only met Maeve for a few minutes to sign that paperwork, but she didn’t seem all that bad to me. How terrible for them to sit there and spread such garbage about another family,” Geena said in a more shrill version of her voice.

      Frannie and I nodded. “I agree. And regardless of whatever the case may be, they definitely shouldn’t have said all that about being without our magic,” I said, patting Geena’s hand again. “Don’t let her fool you—not all of us have some stupid superiority complex. The thing about being magical is that it’s all you know, so that when your magic is in jeopardy or even suspended, it turns many of us into scared weaklings who are so entitled with their powers that they can’t do anything for themselves.

      “If we’re going to discuss rude people, then we might as well lasso in that ridiculous woman that your friend is married to, Birdie,” Frannie said, crossing her legs. “Lord have mercy, she’s a terror in a pantsuit.”

      I nodded. “Mmhm. That she is.”

      “I still can’t believe she acted so indifferent to Rebekah drowning. That poor thing must have really been through the ringer to think she had no way out,” Geena said. “And you said she was more concerned about her coat?”

      “Even her friend thought she was being a big ol’ you-know-what. But a woman like that thinks she’s God’s gift to the world and if anything dampens her day in the slightest, it’s some sort of personal offense to the man upstairs, himself. I’ve dealt with clients like that in the chair. And they’re lucky they leave with a head full of hair left,” Frannie said, giving a final nod.

      Now I didn’t relish gossiping about people so much. But Cecily Lauder wasn’t just ‘people.’ She’d made it pretty clear that she was the kind of woman Frannie just described, which saddled me with a little less guilt for pointing all of this out with some friends.

      “I have a theory. She treated that girl like she hardly mattered at dinner… and Rebekah honestly looked like a scared little rabbit while we were chatting with the Lauders. There was no love there, and that might have something to do with Rebekah making that awful jump. I hate to say it, but with how Cecily talked about it afterward, I just can’t get that idea out of my mind.”

      Geena’s face was grim. “I have to agree with you, Birdie. I don’t think Cecily necessarily told her to go jump off the boat, but she was probably so wrapped up in herself that she had no idea how the way she treated that poor girl had a lasting effect on her. But then again,” she said, shrugging, “it could be something else entirely.”

      The air whooshed out of the room as the sauna door was cracked open before being thrown open wider. In walked Ivana with a towel around her and one around her long blonde hair.

      “Oh, hello!” she said brightly, recognizing me out of the three of us. “I was wondering who was in here.” Without even questioning it, she came over and plopped herself right by us. It felt silly, but I was suddenly very aware of the extra jiggle to my thighs.

      “It’s Ivana, right?” I said, smiling at her.

      “Yes. Ivana LeRoy—big fan! But I think I already told you that,” she giggled. “Sorry. I promise I’m not this annoying usually.”

      Ivana didn’t actually strike me as the giggly type either, but clearly she was happy to have bumped into me.

      “And I didn’t mean to, but I couldn’t help but overhear you out there,” she whispered, pointing to the door.

      I bit my lip. I didn’t need this girl running to tell Jonathan that we were gossiping about his wife behind their backs. “Well, I was merely concerned about Rebekah and—”

      But she waved me off. “No, no need to explain yourself. Believe me, if anyone knows how insufferable Cecily is, it’s me. I’m the one marrying her only child, remember?” Ivana leaned back against the wall, losing the upbeat look to her face almost immediately. “I still can’t believe Rebekah’s gone. One minute, I’m enjoying Mamma Mia in the theater, the next Devlin is having to explain what happened to me.” She looked away. “I don’t understand why she did it.”

      Why who did… oh. “It’s a tragic situation all the way around,” I agreed. There wasn’t much I could say that would make her feel any better about it.

      Geena, who was looking a little pinker than usual, started fanning herself. “I’m so sorry to cut this short, y’all, but I think I need a breather. It’s just too much on me.”

      Ivana frowned. “Maybe I’ll see you at dinner again?” she said, directly looking at me.

      I nodded. “We’ll be there. Have a nice… time.”

      It was an awkward goodbye, but I chalked it up to me being absolutely terrible anytime I ever had to meet a fan right after my shows. I got nervous and tongue-tied which never happens to me.

      I debated on whether I wanted to refresh my hair after the near soak in the sauna but decided to wait until later. All I wanted to do now was catch some sun on the top deck. Cinda and TJ were already talking about sitting out on the deck when we made it back to the room.

      “And this heifer didn’t want to get up this morning. Like, at all. I had to entice her with the idea of fresh bacon and grits in order for her to move.”

      TJ clucked her tongue. “And then they didn’t even have the grits. I asked the man serving behind the buffet where their grits were, and he looked at me like I had another head growing out my neck.”

      “Our little theater trip was something else, too. It was supposed to be some kind of comedy sketch, but they cancelled at the last minute, so they had some people going up and reading their bad poetry. It was like a poetry slam, but without the burnt coffee and people snapping their fingers,” Cinda said as she slipped her feet into a pair of flip-flops.

      The way to the top deck was just off the side of the Rotunda, where you would walk up a short flight of steps and overlook everything else on the ship. The top deck hung over the balconies of our rooms which is why it made more sense to get some sun up there than try to on our own balcony.

      The barista was missing from the coffee bar, and in his place was another young man who looked as though he’d rather be anywhere else but behind the coffee bar.

      I leaned over to see his name tag. “Hey there, Will. I don’t suppose you have any way to make a cocktail up here, do you?”

      I felt terrible for even suggesting it, with the way he sighed. “No, miss. But I can go get you one from the bar on deck five, no problem.”

      “Oh. Okay. May I please get one of those Rumrunners? With the grenadine and pineapple twist?”

      He nodded and slid from behind the bar. “Are you on your way out somewhere?”

      “Yes. I’m just going out to the top deck. Is that… is that okay?” I knew it was his job, but he looked downright miserable.

      “Yes, miss. I’ll have that delivered to you shortly.” And with that he was on his way to the elevator, ignoring my gaze as the doors closed.

      While Geena was getting her camera ready and Frannie was still busy deciding between two different bathing suit and caftan combo choices laid out on her bed, Cinda, TJ, and I went ahead to the top deck ready to enjoy the weather.

      I settled into my lounge chair with a smile and a pair of sunglasses in one hand, with my fruity drink in the other. Will hadn’t taken long at all, and I’d thanked him for his help. The sun hit me square in the face and I immediately slid my sunglasses down, but I loved it anyway.

      “I will say one thing. Their selection of cocktails simply can’t be beat. And having them brought to the room whenever we ask is kind of the life I hope to lead one day.”

      Beside me, Cinda chuckled. Stretching her legs out, she kicked off her sandals and sighed. “No kidding.”

      TJ’s lounge chair scraped across the deck. She posted up on it with a pair of toenail clippers in her hands and started inspecting her bare feet.

      “Tullulah-Jean! Neither Birdie nor I want to see any of that out here. Take them bunions back inside our room and clip those things in the bathroom like a sane person.”

      TJ flipped her cousin off. “I’ll do what I please. Besides, we’re outside, what’s the big deal? If you don’t like it, don’t watch!”

      “Ladies,” I murmured, already lying back. “No need to argue. Think about it like this, Cinda. At least it’s not inside on the carpet.”

      “My point exactly,” TJ chimed in.

      The breeze played with my hair and I wriggled my toes, excited at the prospect of digging them into some soft sand once we reached our first real port of call.

      “What’s the name of the island we’re sailing to, again?” I asked the other two still smiling, knowing well enough that the chances of them not only knowing it but being able to correctly pronounce it weren’t very high.

      TJ said something but I couldn’t hear it over the sound of her clipping her nails.

      “Eh, I’m not really sure what it’s called. Bon—something?” Cinda guessed.

      “Well, I’m sure Frannie knows,” I said, shrugging.

      A resounding vibrating of a loud slam from the other side of the top deck startled me, seemingly out of nowhere. “What the…?”

      Heels quickly click-clacked along the deck from that side. “Just as bad as your father…”

      “Mom, come on. You have to see where I’m coming from here.”

      From the sound of it, Devlin and Cecily Lauder were next door arguing over something.

      “I most certainly do not! I’ve done nothing wrong. Why am I not allowed to be upset over the loss of something very important to me?” Cecily said.

      Something told me she wasn’t talking about Rebekah.

      Devlin groaned. “Mom. You can’t just go around whining about your fur coat when Rebekah just committed suicide! Don’t you see how bad that looks on us? And you hardly said a word to her sister yesterday when we met with her.”

      Cecily gasped. “I told her I was very sorry for her loss! What more do you want from me, Dev?”

      I glanced over at Cinda and TJ from behind my sunglasses. They were both listening in the same as me.

      “Just try to keep the whole fur coat thing to yourself, you know? It’s not exactly great PR for us, and I have enough on my plate with trying to get back in Ivana’s good graces.”

      “I’ve barely said anything to anyone besides a few of my friends. I don’t see how it’s any different from your father blathering on about those monstrously tacky things he wears on his wrist.”

      Devlin let out a sarcastic laugh and I leaned in even harder, desperately trying to hear his more soft-spoken voice. “I hardly think those two things are the same. And you’re completely missing the point. You can’t expect people to feel bad for you over some replaceable valuable when in the midst of it, someone took their own life. That doesn’t compare at all to Dad’s cufflinks.”

      But Cecily was refusing to see reason. I could picture the crazed look in her eyes as she huffed.

      “Of course not. Not when Miss Perfect likes them.  But they’re not anywhere as precious as my coat was… And everyone’s out to paint me as the bad guy!” Cecily shrieked so loud even the people on the main deck below were looking around to find the source of the calamity. She followed it up with some kind of odd exasperated noise before we heard the sound of her heels clicking away.

      Devlin, I assumed, shut the door and unknowingly left us to ourselves again.

      I stared at TJ and Cinda, all three of us wearing matching wide-eyed expressions. “Well. That was…quite a performance.”

      Geena came out with her camera hanging around her neck on the very nice camera strap someone bought for her for Christmas. She peered at us through her camera’s viewfinder. “What in the world was all that racket about?”

      TJ snorted. “Man, that family’s cheese has done slid off its cracker. You didn’t miss nothing but some hissy-fitting.”

      Boy, if that wasn’t the truth.
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      The sun slid from directly overhead, leaving me squinting as a long shadow blocked it from my view.

      “I’m heading in,” Frannie said, fanning herself. “I’ve worked too hard to keep my complexion this smooth over the last forty-some years for me to stop caring about it now.”

      Cinda grunted beside me and pulled herself up to a stand. “What, you don’t want to look like one of TJ’s shirts?”

      I slid back down in my seat, eyes closed. It wouldn’t take much of an effort to fall asleep out here if I wanted to, but then again, I didn’t relish the idea of sporting a painful sunburn without the magic to smooth it away.

      “Has anyone given any thought to what we’re going to do today? I know Frannie’s got us planned up the gills tomorrow, but we have some free time until dinner later.” Geena tucked her camera back into its bag. “I was looking over that event flyer and it looks like there’s an acrobatic stunt show a la Cirque De Soleil going on in about twenty minutes.”

      “Pass,” TJ said.

      “Sorry sugar, I kind of want to go exploring around a little more. And someone needs to keep TJ on a short leash around all those magic folks out there,” Cinda said, nodding toward TJ with a smirk.

      “That sounds like a fun little excursion and all, but honestly I could do with a nice sit-down and relax kind of evening,” I said, turning to Geena. “Twenty minutes, huh? Well, I suppose we should hurry if we’re going to get ready.”

      To be honest, it was hard to keep my mind off of the earlier argument we overheard between Cecily and her son. I needed something a little less infuriating to think about and people flying around on rings and aerial silks sounded like the perfect distraction.

      “Oh hey! You! The one with the name tag,” TJ said from her lounge chair as Will, our reluctant room service attendant from earlier came into view.

      He had his arm full of fresh towels and looked like he was definitely in the middle of something. You could tell he was doing everything in his power to paste the half smile onto his face. “Yes?”

      TJ pushed her glasses up over her head. “I’d like a pint of Coors Light for the road, please.”

      “TJ,” I hissed. “He’s clearly busy.”

      “That’s all right, miss,” Will said with a loud monotone. “Our bartender is on break, and it appears our selection of taps are empty at the moment. The beer taps are all the way down in the main kitchen, but I can bring you a glass.”

      TJ thanked him. “What? I’ll give him a tip when he comes back!” she said as soon as he rounded the corner.

      “Are you two sure you don’t want to see the acrobats with us?” Geena asked Cinda and TJ.

      “Sorry, sugar. I’d rather go walking around tonight. I tell you what though. I saw on that paper of Frannie’s where there’s some kind of magic show the next night we’re out to sea. Maybe the five of us could go see that together?”

      I held up my hand. “Oh no, no, no. I’ve had enough stage magic to last me the rest of my life. And chances are that I may have met the person. You four are free to go of course, but I have to politely decline.”

      Nope. The idea of sitting at a show where I’m inwardly picking the whole thing part and unintentionally stressing myself over nothing made me want to claw my eyes out.

      TJ threw up her hands. “Suit yourself. But I’d sooner go see a wannabe magician pull a rabbit out of a hat than watch people flipping around fifty feet in the air. I’m sixty-four years old. I don’t need that kind of stress on my heart.”

      Geena and I fixed ourselves up a bit—I threw on some of my new matte lipstick I’d picked up in the makeup store in the Blooming Promenade—and headed out. You’d think that with all the hunting people down I had to do on day one on this ship, I’d know where everything pretty much was by now, but Geena was the one with the better sense of direction.

      “Actually, Birdie, I think we’re supposed to head over toward the left.”

      I squinted down the long hallway that split off. “I thought the theater was closer to the shopping areas?”

      She shook her head. “No, that’s the casino, dear. The theater is on the same side of the ship as the main dining room.”

      I shrugged. “After you, then.”

      I excused myself as I squeezed past people behind her. This was the part of the cruise experience I didn’t like—being so closed in with a bunch of other people.

      I took a big breath in as the theater’s pre-show music pounded through the walls up ahead. We’d found the right hall, and wouldn’t you know it, it was just past the first floor of the main dining room, and right by the main kitchen. Just like Geena said.

      She tugged on my dress sleeve. “Should we get one of those special commemorative programs to have them sign after the show? Cinda was telling me about that after her and TJ went and saw Mamma Mia. Can you believe they have that one here on this ship? That’s a big Broadway production!”

      “That’s not a bad—oh! Yoohoo, Marcus.”

      Marcus was up ahead, coming out of the main dining room. I waved him over.

      “Miss Birdie, Miss Geena. Are you two coming to enjoy the Aerials show tonight? It’s a good one—I’ve seen it myself at least a dozen times. Never gets old,” he said, smoothing down his tie.

      Both of us nodded. “It was Geena’s idea. I’ve seen a few actual performances by the Cirque De Soleil team, but I’d love to see something new, so we thought why not?”

      “There’s the spirit! I know they’ve had to make a few changes to the show with my mother’s magic barrier in effect, but I’m sure it’s still remarkable.”

      With the lights from the theater marquee lighting up his features, I could definitely see Benito in him. Which made those gossips from the sauna look like even bigger jerks.

      Geena pointed to the sign as the lights started flashing. “Looks like they’re seating people now.”

      I went to give Marcus a quick hug oddly touched by his caring and making time to speak with us, but I froze. Behind him, rushing up was a man dressed in white pants and a white apron. A look of abject horror washed over his face as he ran up and grabbed Marcus’s arm. Marcus, who was already concerned by watching us, turned to see what was going on.

      “Hassan? What’s wrong?”

      The man shook his head, and it was there in those same theater lights that I saw tears glistening in his eyes. “You have to come, right now Marcus. It’s an emergency.” He didn’t even seem to see me and Geena standing here.

      Marcus let Hassan pull him along and threw one glance over his shoulder at me—a rather panicked one. Which was understanding… I was pretty worried myself and I had no idea what was going on.

      Geena and I stood there for a moment, staring at where Marcus had just been standing.

      “I hope it’s nothing too terrible…” Geena trailed off. My gut told me she had pretty high hopes.

      “Should we go in? Maybe Marcus will let us know if everything’s okay, after?” I asked, although I knew Geena. And she wouldn’t feel very good about—

      A piercing howl of pain tore out of the kitchen before she had a chance to respond, and we were gone. My sandals felt like they were going to fly off, but I didn’t care. Whatever we were about to come face to face with was more important.

      The large swinging metal doors into the kitchen were still moving from others rushing in, and Geena and I slipped between them.

      “Make way, I’m a nurse! Is someone hurt?” Geena yelled, rolling up her sleeves in case it was needed.

      There were easily a dozen kitchen staff members crowded outside a door in the far corner of the kitchen. We did our best to push past them, Geena shouting for everyone to move so she could get through.

      Inside the room were easily fifty kegs held up on industrial strength racks, all of them suspended in place by heavy straps. Toward the front, a handful of people were standing in a circle around something. The sobs coming from the middle of the circle were from Marcus—I just knew it.

      Someone stepped aside as we came upon them, and we finally got to see what was going on.

      A keg was lying on its side with a puddle of beer underneath its tap, and next to it, was a man clutched in Marcus’ arms. Marcus rocked back and forth, sobbing. “What happened? What happened?”

      When he pulled away to look down at the man in his arms, both me and Geena gasped. It was Will, our room service attendant.

      “Marcus! Everyone! Clear the space, lay him down so I can check him out!” Geena jumped into action, going with her nursing instincts.

      Marcus was in complete shock and wasn’t hearing anything she was shouting. I dropped to my knees next to him. “Marcus, honey. Let Geena help him.”

      He seemed to hear my voice through everything else and looked up at me, his face twisted as he nodded. Geena was careful to help him lay Will back, but everything in me knew it was too late, just by looking at the state of him. Somehow this keg must have fallen on him, crushing him.

      Geena set to work, checking his pulse, listening for any breathing. She began to perform CPR on him, but judging by his torso, she wasn’t confident it was helping any.

      “Tell me there’s a paramedic team on its way,” she said to no one in particular.

      “The Healers? They’re coming,” a woman called from somewhere in the kitchen behind us.

      She sighed, ran her thumb along Will’s brow and looked at me. The tiniest shake of her head told me I was right.

      Time passed slowly. Marcus refused to leave Will, even as the Healer team came to take him and place him on the stretcher. People came in and out of the room, including Maeve. She asked everyone to clear the scene, that her and her police security detail needed to secure the area.

      It killed me to see such a good guy like Marcus in such a bad shape. My initial thinking was confirmed when I overheard him whisper to the woman he was busy hugging that Will was his boyfriend, and that he didn’t get a chance to tell anyone yet. I turned away, unable to hear the rest.

      Geena wiped at her brow as we waited for people to file out before leaving. “I just don’t get it,” she said, looking at the spot where the keg had been about ten feet above her head. “How did it fall on him? Did the strap come loose? Or shred?”

      Now that I was thinking about it, she brought up a good question. The rest of the right orange straps holding the kegs in place—probably due to ship safety protocols as I’d heard Maeve say before—were in perfect shape. A flash of orange caught my eye from underneath the rack right where Marcus had been sitting on the floor. I nudged Geena with my shoulder before making sure Maeve Lye and her team weren’t paying attention and leaned down to have a look.

      It was a long orange strap with the strong metal buckle still in place, with no slack given. I frowned, unsure of whether I should touch it or not.

      “I wouldn’t,” Geena whispered, poking at me with her toe. “Come on, Birdie.”

      “Wait,” I whispered, unable to help myself. I knew I shouldn’t, but I needed to see for myself. Geena sighed and made to stand in front of me, partially blocking me from view.

      Something small glittered behind it as I went to pull the strap closer to me, but I was more interested in the shape of the strap itself. Because the strap was in perfect condition and shouldn’t have failed. No frayed threads, no water damage or anything.

      I wasn’t a detective by any means, but to me at least, the keg probably fell because of the clean cut made right in the middle of the strap.
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            Something’s Not Right

          

        

      

    

    
      As it turned out, Geena and I missed the first showing of Aerials, and neither of us were really in the mood to go to one of the later shows. She and I sat at the open food court in the Blooming Promenade with frozen yogurt waffle bowls in front of us, barely eating.

      Somehow I’d put in almonds on top of mine, even though I hated them. Just goes to show how rattled my brain was at the moment.

      “I feel like I should check on him,” I said after a few minutes of silence between the two of us. “On Marcus, I mean.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Truth be told, I wasn’t. But something compelled me to check in on him anyway. “I just think I should. Losing someone like that… it’s soul-rending. And with our magic gone he might be prone to an even deeper pit of misery.” I knew he had people there for him. His family was aboard the ship with him, obviously, but it wouldn’t hurt to show up for him regardless.

      “Then we should probably finish these up,” Geena said, scooping up a small bite of her chocolate sprinkles on raspberry frozen yogurt.

      “Honestly I don’t even want mine,” I said, frowning. “I guess it’s a good thing these are all included with the ticket price.”

      Agreeing to meet up at the room later for some in-room dinner before catching a movie at the huge outdoor screen, I gave Geena a quick hug and set off to find Marcus. I had no idea where to start, but the kitchen, as much as I hated to go back in there, seemed like the logical place.

      “He’s probably with his mom. Mrs. Lye escorted him to the sick bay after they took… Will,” one of the kitchen staff said after I started asking around.

      I found myself outside of the sick bay, going back and forth between turning around and opening the door and going inside. Anxiety inside an emergency medical station was never something I had to deal with. I’d volunteered in England during the Blitzkrieg and I’d seen bodies carried out of their homes after outbreaks of tuberculosis. Death wasn’t new to me. But Marcus was young, and possibly new to it. It didn’t matter that I I’d only just met him a couple of days ago, he was good guy and he was in pain and I wanted to make sure he was, well, dealing.

      A man with green scrubs and tattoos all over stood at the front reception area, watching me closely as I walked up. “Can I help you?”

      I couldn’t muster up a smile. “Is Marcus Lye back there?” I asked, pointing beyond a pair of swinging doors ahead.

      His gaze narrowed at me. “Who wants to know?”

      “I’m his friend. Birdie. I just wanted to see him for a few minutes and make sure he’s okay. Given the circumstances,” I said, wringing my hands together.

      He studied me for a moment and finally jutted his chin toward the small waiting area in the corner of the room. “I’ll call back to let him know you’re here.”

      I thanked him and took a seat, surprised to see more than a few people sitting down. One person was holding their eye, another looked like they had a cold with all the sneezing they were doing into their jacket’s sleeve, and someone else was rubbing at their temples with a pained expression on their face.

      It was just as I said to my friends before; witches and warlocks don’t fare so well when we didn’t have magic on our side.

      A few minutes later the doors swung open and out came Marcus, the front of his shirt still spotted with blood. He swallowed hard as I stood up to give him a hug.

      “Hi, darling. I just wanted to come check on you,” I said quietly, not trying to put the man’s business out there for everyone to hear.

      Marcus let out a long breath and raked his hand through his dark hair. There was too much emotion breaking over his face for me to follow, but I knew none of it was good. “Can we… can we talk elsewhere?”

      “Of course. Did you have somewhere in mind? I don’t know the ship like you do.”

      He bit his lip but nodded. “My office. No one’s going to bother me there.”

      I let him lead the way out to the elevators and back up to the Staff Offices where I’d last visited a couple of days ago.

      The whole way there he was quiet, thoughtful. And I was busy drumming up what exactly I wanted to say to him. I’ve had decades of living to teach me about loss, but it still shocked and stung each time it happened, and every time was different.

      Once we were inside his office and behind the closed door, Marcus leaned against the door with his arms crossed. “Something about this isn’t right,” he said slowly, deliberately choosing his words.

      I raised a brow. This wasn’t what I was expecting for him to say. “What do you mean?”

      His stare was blank. “What happened with Will. It doesn’t make any sense. The keg had no reason to fall. We are required to do fail-safe checks every morning on all loose and dangerous cargo throughout the entire ship. Chef Milan reported that they conducted their check at six o’clock this morning, as always. So what could’ve happened between six o’clock and five o’clock?”

      So I wasn’t the only one to find the whole thing fishy. Leaning forward in the seat across from his desk, I nodded. “I thought the same thing. All of those big orange straps looked like they were in good shape to me.”

      This seemed to snap him out of it. He looked at me and walked over. “Exactly, exactly. I can’t figure it out. The police security team found the strap and took it in as evidence, as well as a couple of things they found around the… the area. I only saw a ladle, something gold, like an earring or a cuff link or something. It could’ve been a ring, maybe. I didn’t get a good chance to look at everything because I’ve been dealing with things here.” He sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Will didn’t have much a family. And we’re having to wait until we’re back in Tampa before we can really do anything. Which is such mierda, pardon my language.”

      How do I say this? “I don’t mean to pry, but you were particularly close to him, right?” I didn’t want to outright admit that I’d overheard him earlier. I could understand wanting to keep some things from public eye.

      Marcus nodded. “He’s my, was… he is my boyfriend. We met last year through a mutual friend we both went to college with. He uh, was staying in a room up by the captain’s quarters. Not far from mine.” Marcus quickly looked away.

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re forgetting to mention something?”

      With a humorless laugh he said, “It was secret. I was keeping him being here a secret.”

      The chip on Marcus’s shoulder made sense to me now. And Will’s flustered mood when I first ran into him, too. They were hiding. It seemed like a silly question to ask.

      “You didn’t want anyone to know about you two?”

      Marcus nodded but he seemed to get where I was going and quickly shook his head. “No, not because of that. My family knows that I’m bisexual—it’s old news to them. But what they didn’t know was that I snuck Will onboard sort of disguised as a room service attendant.”

      “Oh! I thought perhaps… all right. So you know I’m going to ask… why did you have to sneak him onboard? Don’t you get to invite whoever you want? I mean you’re one of the head people on the ship, and it’s your grandparent’s ship.”

      There was only one real thing I could think of and it hit me right as he explained.

      “Will’s non-magic. Like your friends. Of course my family would never allow someone like that on their very exclusive witches and warlocks-only ship,” he said mockingly. “I get why they market it that way, but it hasn’t helped my relationship any. We were constantly missing each other. I thought if I got him on the ship then I’d see him more. As long as we kept things to ourselves. I marked and empty room as occupied with a fake name and he was staying there. In the meantime he kept himself busy by actually doing some work here and there. That wasn’t supposed to get him killed, though,” he finished, his voice wavering.

      Even without magic I could feel the guilt rolling off of him.

      My heart broke for him. Facing the next seven days without being able to do anything for his boyfriend… I couldn’t imagine.
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      “How in the world do you say this, y’all?” TJ said, squinting down at the pretty itinerary sheet Frannie had laminated in the little office area a few floors down. “I’ve never even heard of it.”

      I peeked around her to take a look. “Oddly enough, neither have I.” The tiny island on the map of the Caribbean was nestled against Curacao and off the coast of Venezuela, its port with a name I knew I’d butcher if I tried.

      Geena, who was checking over her camera bag, unearthed three different disposable cameras from within it.

      “Whoo, I haven’t seen one of them in a hot minute,” Cinda said. “What are those for, anyway?”

      Geena grinned. “I figured it would be less of a risk to bring a bunch of these to take pictures on the islands than my good camera. Call me crazy, but I can see that going a million ways wrong. This way we can all take a camera and snap some pictures as we go. And look!” She pulled out two cameras that looked like they were armored in thick clear plastic. “These two are waterproof, so we can take them with us when we go snorkeling.”

      “Ooh, love that,” Frannie said through her last bite of the muffin she brought back from breakfast. “I bet we can get some good shots of the coral reef.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Geena said.

      Everyone’s excitement to check out our first real stop in the Caribbean islands was palpable. The town of Kralendijk, apparently a Dutch outpost at one point, was full of gorgeous scenery, things to do, and happened to be home to many beautiful coral reef systems. I always wanted to see a coral reef up close, but for some reason it never happened. At least until now.

      Despite all of that and the lovely weather blowing in, it was still difficult to get as razzed for the visit as the rest of the girls were. Actually, that wasn’t true. Not all of my friends were upbeat and raring to go like usual. Geena’s heart seemed just as heavy as mine felt. And being the observant one, I noticed that even TJ’s usual snarky commentary was lacking its oomph today. And I wasn’t the only one.

      Cinda frowned at TJ after failing to get a rise out of her. Usually bringing up TJ’s boyfriend Scott did the trick. “What bee went up your bonnet?” she asked, watching her carefully.

      TJ kept scrolling through something on her phone, ignoring her.

      Hoping to ease the potential tension, Frannie held up two different bathing suits she’d brought down from her dresser in the loft. “Pink or black? I’m thinking the black because it does have better coverage over my behind and doesn’t make me look like I’ve got a pancake for a butt. Though… the pink one does have that sweetheart neckline and I think that would be very flattering on the ladies. What do y’all think?” She addressed all of us, but she was looking right at TJ, who was still scrolling through her phone not answering.

      “Pink,” I voted. “It’s cute and makes you look younger.” Frannie brightened and swung the pink bathing suit around on its hanger before rushing off to the bathroom to change.

      I was already dressed in my gold bathing suit underneath a sundress. “TJ,” I said, raising a brow. “Is everything okay?” Someone had to bite the bullet and it might as well have been me.

      With a slow turn toward me, she pursed her lips. “I’m fine.”

      “Oh sure,” Cinda said with a snort. “That was convincing.”

      “Drop it,” TJ growled.

      “What? Why don’t you just spit it out so we can get it out in the open?” Cinda asked with a shrug. She was the only one who went toe to toe with TJ, and ‘dropping’ anything just wasn’t in her vocabulary.

      TJ threw her phone onto the couch beside her and glared at her cousin. “Fine! I’m pissed because I’m an idiot and probably got that guy killed yesterday! You happy now?” She said it so viciously but as soon as the last word was out of her mouth she collapsed back down to the couch and ran her hand through her hair.

      I’d never seen her look so bad.

      “TJ…” Geena began, but TJ held up her hand.

      “Don’t. You can’t sit there and say I didn’t play a part in it, because that’s a dang lie. If I weren’t so selfish and lazy, I could’ve just gone and gotten myself that beer yesterday but instead, I told that young guy—what was his name? Will? I told him to get it for me. And even after he told me he had to go all the way down to the kitchen to get it for me I still let him instead of saying never mind. But now he’s dead. And I’m angry. Okay?”

      She slumped back against the couch and Cinda immediately went to sit next to her.

      Cinda’s expression softened completely. “You don’t need to think about it like that. You had no idea what was going to happen. It was a freak accident, TJ. It’s not fair and he didn’t deserve it, but you don’t deserve whatever hell you’re putting yourself through, either.”

      TJ looked at her, then looked at each of us. I could’ve sworn I saw her eyes tearing up, but I blinked, and they were their normal dark brown, narrowed.

      “Whatever. Aren’t we supposed to be leaving soon?” TJ asked, putting that wall back up.

      TJ was a tough nut to crack—even after six months of being friends with everyone I was still given the side-eye more often than not. The girls are always assuring me that it’s just how she is and that eventually it will die down, but sometimes I’m not so sure. And I wasn’t about to push her into feeling more vulnerable. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know that she hated being perceived as weak.

      That was something ingrained deeply in me, too, thanks to my upbringing. ‘Never show them your fear, Birdie. The human folk can smell your otherness like a stink downwind,’ Grandmother would say.

      But my sadness over the deaths on the ships wasn’t the only thing holding me back from really enjoying myself. I was still thinking about what Marcus told me in his office yesterday and putting it together with what I told Geena.

      Something was off, like he’d said. And I couldn’t help but let the helplessness sink into my bones. I hated when I couldn’t do anything to right the wrong, and there was no bigger wrong than Will’s death if you asked me.

      Marcus thought there was more to the story than Will being at the right place at the wrong time, but we had to cut the conversation short when his sister came by to talk.

      Geena and I had kept the whole story surrounding what happened to Will simple without going into too much detail. And we had conveniently left out my hunch that the strap holding up the keg had been cut, not frayed or damaged somehow. I don’t make it a habit of keeping things from my friends, but this trip was not about getting ourselves into another pot of hot water. It was about being together and enjoying ourselves.

      Which was precisely what Geena and I decided we would do.

      The air was balmy and the sun was high in the sky, with hardly a cloud around to shroud it. From the ship, the waters surrounding the island of Bonaire looked like vivid blooms of teal and cerulean watercolors leading up to the white sand beaches and craggy rocks.

      My breath caught in my chest. The place was beautiful, and we weren’t even there yet!

      Geena and Frannie looked over the edge of the railing. “Y’all, look! Dolphins!”

      Sure enough, there was a small pod of dolphins, three or four by the looks of them, chasing each other a few hundred feet away from the side of the ship. I couldn’t even remember the last time I saw a dolphin. Maybe when I was living up and down the Gulf.

      It felt like going through the airport all over again disembarking the Magnolia, but once we were clear of everyone else, I finally had the chance to take it all in. The crowd of people was thinning out, with some witches and warlocks who were very relieved to be able to use their magic again. One warlock in particular put on a little show creating fireballs in his open hand next to a local man who’d set up a drum circle near the ship dock.

      I’ll never understand the point in showing off your magic.

      We walked for a few more minutes, or more like meandered around. Everyone was too struck by the newness of everything, the colors of the building, the sky and the sea. Everywhere you looked there was something you’ve never seen, and for a group of women who had hardly been out of the great state of Mississippi, birthplace of America’s music as it claimed, this was a completely eye-opening experience.

      “Where do we go from here, Frannie?” Cinda asked, shielding her eyes as we all piled around a sign that looked like it was written in Dutch.

      Frannie pulled out her phone and the itinerary sheet and read over it. “We’re heading to the best snorkeling spot around—it’s northwest of the ship port and about an hour drive away. I’ve got the number for the taxi company right here in my phone.”

      I raised my brows. Talk about being on top of things. I thought of myself as a little chaotic when it came to planning these types of things out. My aunties tried to tell me it was because I’m a Leo, but I never really believed in astrology so much.

      Geena was the most organized of us, but a lot of that probably had to do with her being a nurse. And Frannie was the ultimate party planner. I was honestly surprised she wasn’t running a side business doing just that.

      Fifteen minutes later the five of us piled into an open-air Jeep with our driver, a charming older man by the name of Boaz. The ride through the island was absolutely fascinating, especially because Boaz was able to point things out here and there that had us practically whipping our heads around to see everything he was shouting over the wind. This included a goat farm, several old Catholic churches through the town of Rincon, and the gorgeous views of the Washington Slagbaai National Park.

      “Thank you so much for the informative trip!” I said to Boaz as he dropped us off at the end of the road. We had a way to walk, which not everyone was onboard with, but we made the best of it.

      “We should’ve packed food,” TJ grumbled as she swatted away gnats.

      “And bug spray,” Geena added, doing the same.

      Frannie stopped us and pulled the enormous tote bag she was carrying around to her front. “All covered, ladies. Some DEET spray Harry uses when he’s out fishing, and I packed the granola bars, bags of peanuts, and water bottles from the room’s kitchen.”

      The pathway became rough and sandy halfway through and I was suddenly thankful I’d chosen my good tennis shoes. The walking path was lined with some kind of almost cactus-like plants, and it almost felt like we were in Australia with the rough sandy terrain. But the waters ahead were sparkling and calling to us.

      All of it was well worth it when we got to the view of the beach. Wayaka Point was painted on a small wooden sign at the end of a craggy cliff about a story up. A colorful railing and stone steps carved into the rocks led us down to the actual strip of sandy white beach nestled between large rocks. It was like having our own little beach without anyone else nearby.

      Exactly what I had in mind.

      There was a small hut that rented out snorkeling gear so Frannie slapped down her credit card and after a general rundown of what to do, several minutes of trying to get everyone’s masks straight and getting used to walking in the huge flippers provided, we were in the water.

      It was an unfurling universe of its own along the reef. The most colorful fish I’d ever seen my life were floating around my hands, some diving headfirst into the nooks and crannies the reef hid. The water was crystal clear compared to other beaches I’ve visited, making it easier to see just how special the coral reef was to the island.

      Cinda was the closest to me and pulled at my leg nearly scaring the flippers right off of me. I jumped up. “What in the blazes are you doing? You could’ve been a shark or one of those stingrays with the pointy tails!”

      She chuckled and pointed toward her feet still in the water. “Come here. Check this out.”

      Unamused, I tottered over to her the best that I could, trying to avoid everything I saw under the water. “What is it?”

      I mirrored her movements and we bent down and got on our knees. It hardly took any effort to see what she was talking about. A small school of fish were hovering above the sand, glittering even down below. It was like watching liquid metal twisting and churning under the water, but with fins.

      Eventually the other three called us over to a spot further out where we watched a huge fish swimming back and forth, that TJ declared to be some sort of angelfish. It had a gorgeous dark blue body flecked in yellow scales and yellow rings around its eyes.

      “It’s so much better seeing them out in their real home instead of cooped up in some fish tank, right?” Frannie asked as we all sat down and relaxed in the sand a couple of hours later.

      “Much better,” I said. It really made you appreciate the world outside of your doorstep.

      We finished up the snacks Frannie packed, but not a one of us we’re fully satiated. Geena suggested looking around for a place to eat an early dinner and maybe grab some drinks.

      “I don’t have cell service out here,” Frannie said.

      “How in the world are we supposed to catch a ride back to the boat then, Francine?” TJ said.  She had a good point but like I said… Frannie was prepared.

      “Oh ye of little faith,” Frannie teased, sticking her nose in the air. “I already made plans with Boaz to come back and meet us where he dropped us off. He should be there pretty soon, so it’s best if we go ahead and get a move on it now. I don’t know about anyone else, but the sooner I get to a restaurant, the sooner I can really wash the sand out of all of the more… intimate places.

      That sent everyone howling with laughter, until it carried over into groaning as we slowly made our way back up the stone steps.

      Dinner was decent, though dining outside with the mosquitoes and gnats wasn’t my idea of a good time, nor was it anyone else’s. So as soon as we finished we were on the way back to the ship.

      “What about that bakery on the fifth floor? I’ve been hearing people raving about their food,” TJ suggested when dessert was brought up. “Maybe give Cinda a real run for her money.”

      Cinda just laughed. “Hm. Maybe. It wouldn’t be so bad to size up the competition.”

      It wasn’t nearly as divine a scent as walking into Cinda’s ‘The Macaroon Boutique,’ but it was bigger at least. Frannie, TJ, and Cinda all went inside while Geena and I decided a quick trip to the restroom was probably smart.

      “Remind me to thank Frannie for this day,” Geena said loudly over the rushing water from the faucet. “I really think I needed it after yesterday.”

      So Will’s death is still just as much on her mind as it is on mine…

      I nodded. “It was a nice distraction, but I still feel it. I was thinking about checking in with Marcus later on. Though now I’m just wandering if maybe I’m overstepping. I don’t want the poor boy to think I’m being nosy.” I knew we hardly knew each other but I had a habit of not wanting to leave those in mourning on their own so much.

      “Oh no, Birdie. I doubt Marcus thinks you’re being nosy. Your concern is genuine and I’m sure he can sense that. Isn’t that… isn’t that something you all can do?”

      Pushing the restroom door open, I shook my head. Sometimes it was easy to forget that Geena was still learning about my kind. “No, though that would probably make things much easier. Energy and the absence of it is what the universe is made of. We can tap into it easier, but usually it’s only the energy something is putting off. It’s like being a detective that’s been taught how to read people. We’re born extra sensitive like that, is all.”

      “Huh. I swear the more I know, the more there is to know,” she said with a small smile. “Did you want to go see Marcus now, or did you—”

      “Birdie! Wait!”

      We were passing by the souvenirs shop on the way back over to Sweet Dreams, when a booming voice called out to me from somewhere in the middle of the sitting area. I recognized it immediately.

      “Jonathan?” I said, looking at Geena with a brow raised.

      He nearly knocked a fellow warlock over, earning him a few strange looks as he made his way through the open space toward me. “Birdie, have you seen Ivana? My son’s fiancée?”

      I shook my head. “No, why? Is something wrong?”

      The concern in his expression confirmed my hunch. “You could say that. Somewhere a little less crowded, maybe?” He eyed the area with unease. “I don’t want anyone else overhearing me.”

      “Sure. Is it okay if my friend…?”

      “Yes, yes, let’s just find a place nearby.”

      We picked our way up and down the middle of the promenade until Geena pointed out a quiet corner behind the escalator that led to the second floor.

      Jonathan leaned against the wall looking years older all of the sudden. The crease in his brow certainly wasn’t helping his case any.

      “Now, what’s wrong?” I asked him.

      “Dev came over to our room while I was reading, a complete mess. He started shouting nonsense about Ivana and at first we thought they’d gotten into some sort of fight but then he broke down and we got it out of him. He says Ivana’s missing.”

      “Missing?” both me and Geena repeated.

      His nod was grim. “He’s adamant. I tried to reason with him, but he gave some pretty compelling evidence and I’m afraid to say that I can’t blame him for worrying.”

      “What kind of evidence?” I asked with the beginnings of something churning in my stomach.

      “They came back from the island after doing some kind of tour. They were fighting but he said that he thought they worked it out before he went to take a shower. She was there in the room while he was getting cleaned up, painting her nails. He said he heard something in the room but wasn’t sure what it was. There was a thump and then nothing—that’s what he said.”

      Geena whispered under breath and I wrapped my arms around myself. This didn’t bode well.

      “And he came out and she was gone?” I guessed.

      “The bottle of nail polish she was using was spilled across the vanity. And he found her favorite bracelet underneath the chair on the floor.”

      My stomach lurched, and I wasn’t sure if it was the ship or the dread filling me up inside. “Oh no. What are you doing about it? I mean…” I paused to regroup, “Have you gotten in contact with the Lyes? The police onboard?”

      “Cecily and Devlin are speaking with the police security team right now. I was out looking for Ruben because I know him, and his wife got in at the same time Devlin and Ivana did and I thought maybe they’d seen her somewhere. But I found you first. I’m on my way to see Mrs. Lye right now.”

      Something stuck out in the back of my mind and I looked at Geena, wondering if she was thinking what I was thinking.

      “Why don’t you speak to her and I’ll go find her son, Marcus. He’s in charge of all of the hospitality business and maybe he can check with his staff and see if anyone saw anything. They’re the ones working in our suites so maybe someone did.”

      He gave a stiff nod. “Thank you, Birdie.”
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      Geena was a dear and went back to the bakery to explain what was going on without me, giving me the chance to track down Marcus. Luckily for me, he was in the most obvious place.

      He greeted me with a sad smile. “Hello, Miss Birdie. Did you have a chance to go explore Bonaire?”

      I hated to sour that smile, especially with how much he’d been through. “Your mother will probably be in here to tell you shortly, after she’s done talking with the police in the next room,” I began, sucking in lungful’s of air before continuing, “but my friend’s son’s fiancée is missing and they’re trying to track her down. She may have even been kidnapped and they don’t know where to begin, I thought maybe you could round up the hospitality management team and see if anyone’s seen her.” I nearly gasped trying to get it all out in one breath.

      Marcus slowly stood up with a hard look in his eyes. There. I can see his mother in him right there.

      “Someone’s missing? And my mother’s being filled in about it right now?”

      “Yes,” I said, wringing my hands. “They’re worried someone took her because her fiancé heard something odd in their suite. Like a big thump. When he went back out it looked as though she’d dropped everything she was doing and vanished. And she even left behind a bracelet.”

      The mention of the bracelet seemed to bring his attention to high gear. “You don’t think…”

      “…that this could be connected to your boyfriend? It’s been on my mind.”

      He ran his hand through his thick, curly hair. I was glad to see I wasn’t the only one feeling as though there was something to piece together, but unsure of what exactly it was. It was like putting together a puzzle without know what the picture looks like.

      “You know when I went and saw the evidence from Will’s accident, and I told you about the missing cufflink? I went back later and realized something was missing from the items. The strap.”

      I already knew where this was going, and I nearly forgot that Geena and I hadn’t told him about what I found. “The strap?”

      “The one holding up the keg. I thought it was weird because I knew it had to be there somewhere—why wasn’t it in the bag with everything else? So I looked around until I found it on one of the police officer’s desk. Apparently he’d been looking at it underneath a magnifying glass, which I thought was weird. A closer look showed me why. When a strap fails it’s usually because the thing’s been damaged somehow. You’d expect to see some frayed threads, or the woven parts of the strap to be damaged from an outburst of sudden pull. But nothing. There was nothing.”

      I swallowed. “Then what happened?”

      He looked at me for a moment, chewing his lip. “The buckle that was holding it together was still connected at the end. Which made no sense until I noticed the strap had been cut somehow about three inches up from it. Cut,” he repeated through his teeth. “And that’s not an accident.”

      I was glad he came to it on his own. “No, it doesn’t sound like an accident at all,” I agreed. “Which just makes you wonder…”

      “Whether this had something to do with Rebekah’s death? The woman committed suicide, didn’t she? After all, Cecily must be the worst woman to work for. Can you imagine? It would suck, to be quite honest.”

      “That’s true.” I leaned against the edge of the desk. “But. All of these horrible things have happened within the span of hardly four days. At what point does it go from being coincidental to correlating?”

      “Do you think all three things might have something to do with each other, then? I wasn’t even thinking about Ivana to be honest. The other two deaths have been a little more on my mind.”

      We went back and forth like that for a while, trying to bridge all three incidents together but coming up short. I felt like knocking my head against the colorful calendar on his wall. Rebekah’s death and the possible kidnapping of Ivana were easier to link together—they both had to do with the Lauder family. But Will didn’t fit into that idea.

      Plopping down in his chair, he beat his fist down on the desk. “Argh! I’m no closer to finding what happened to him than I was before I knew all the other stuff! I should’ve never brought him with me. I just had to make him work, as if he somehow had to earn his keep here or something… what was I thinking?”

      I knew he was only talking to himself, but it brought up a good point, and once the idea sparked in my head, I gasped. “Wait. Marcus, you said you had Will working as a room service attendant, right?”

      He nodded, still staring down at the desk.

      What if…? “Where was he working? I know my friends and I saw him on the top deck with us earlier that day.”

      “Right. Your friend was the one who ordered the drink he was trying to pour when he died, wasn’t she?” As much as I knew it wasn’t directly TJ’s fault, I couldn’t blame Marcus for being resentful about it.

      “Yes. But that’s not what we’re discussing. Was the top deck the only area he worked? Did he do more than just that floor?”

      “He just worked the top deck and the Rotunda. I wanted to keep him close-by just in case. Since he’s… since he was a non-magical,” his words twisted around the past tense.

      “Close by?” Close by what?

      “By me. The room I had him stay at is on our living quarters floor. Right above the staff offices.”

      “Right, right, but he worked the Rotunda too?” Everything was slowly interlocking together in my head. “Marcus, where was Will the first night of the cruise?”

      Marcus blinked at me, confused. “I, I’m not sure. Well, he was with me later on at night. Around eleven or so. I came to stay with him in his room, but he was already knocked out. And with me having to get to work early Saturday, I didn’t even see him when he woke up,” he said quietly. “We kept running into the fact that I didn’t even get to see him most of the time. Kinda stupid to bring him onboard, now that I think about it. I knew I would be so busy… I don’t know why I thought it was a good idea,” his voice was thick as he whispered the last part.

      I held up my hand. “I understand. But do you know where he was before that? Was he in the room for long, or was he working do you think?”

      He didn’t seem to follow along. “I don’t know how long. I know he was working and was supposed to clock out at nine.”

      “He didn’t happen to be working the Rotunda then, you don’t think?” I countered. Inside, I was crossing my fingers for my lead to work.

      “With the party on the main deck, he might have.”

      “…is there a way to check?”

      Something flickered in his eyes. “Wait. Are you trying to say that he had something to do with Rebekah? Because Will would never do anything like that. He didn’t even know her!”

      I quickly shook my head, not wanting to anger him. He’d been through plenty. “No, darling. I don’t mean to insinuate that he pushed her in. But if he was working in the Rotunda around the time she went overboard then that means he might have seen who did.”

      His jaw dropped. “Oh my god, you’re right! I can’t believe I didn’t think of that before… hold on. Give me just a moment.” He swiveled around in his chair toward his computer and started typing until his fingers blurred. “Okay, I’ve got the housekeeping and room service schedules here for Friday. It looks like… okay, the housekeepers… okay, and my Rotunda team… Holy hell, Birdie, you’re right!” He moved the monitor so I could see. “Will was working the Rotunda the same time she fell from Suite D’s balcony! And if he saw who pushed her…”

      I swallowed hard. “Then maybe the killer wanted their only witness out of the way.”
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      I could see their faces now: Geena shaking her head, Frannie pouting, Cinda going on about abandonment, and TJ probably not giving a darn.

      Oh well, it couldn’t be avoided.

      I could hardly sleep, what with the clear and present danger on the Magnolia, and the whispers that were starting to spread through the ship. I never got the chance to finish my conversation with Marcus last night. The entire Lye clan seemed to knock on his door, waiting for him to kick me out so they could discuss what was happening. And from what I could tell, they were just as worried as I was. With a lot more at stake.

      People were starting to wonder if this cruise was such a good idea after all—especially without the magic. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for Marcus’s family. No one could’ve predicted two deaths and a possible kidnapping, well, except for the person who may be responsible for all three. That was another thing still on my mind. When I came back to the room last night all of my friends were exhausted after taking an evening dip in the pool on the main deck, so it was easy for me to sneak away to the shower and try to wash away the day’s worries.

      Not that it helped much. And the note I left for the girls just now wasn’t going to make anything better, either. Hopefully they’d understand, and wouldn’t make me feel too guilty for missing our planned guided tour and lunch/shopping date set for Curacao today…

      I needed to help Jonathan and Marcus separately, or maybe even together—the jury was still out on whether the Lauders and the Lyes could get along long enough to cooperate.

      It was only eight o’clock and I wasn’t sure what the Lauder’s schedule was like, so I knocked quietly on their suite door and waited. And waited.

      I knocked again a little louder, not wanting to pry too much, but ended up sticking my ear against the door to see if I could hear anything. Nothing.

      They might just be sleeping. Or… maybe they’re in Devlin’s suite?

      I tried his door too, but after a few more minutes I resolved to look for Marcus instead. The Lauders could be anywhere right now whereas Marcus would be a little easier to find.

      I wasn’t sure what time Marcus officially started his work hours, but I assumed it was sometime soon if not already. I headed to his office, hoping he’d have time to continue where we left off. Or maybe he might’ve even made some headway with everything since. The more and more I thought about Will being on the Rotunda floor at the time of Rebekah’s ‘accident,’ the more suspicious the whole thing seemed.

      But just like before, my search came up empty. I bit my lip. Where else might I find him?

      I wasn’t sure where exactly he’d be at the beginning of the workday, but there were a couple more places I could try him at least. He mentioned something about the room he had Will staying in… where was it again? He said he wanted to keep Will close-by. Above the staff offices…

      Oh! The Captain’s Quarters! He said the Captain’s Quarters were for his family and there was an adjacent floor across the split of the ship where they had a few extra rooms that no one really used, but he made sure to mark the one Will was staying in so it would be overlooked.

      So the Captain’s Quarters and those rooms must be up the next floor…

      The elevator on this side of the ship only topped out at the sixteenth floor, and since I was on the fourteenth already, it must have meant that the Captain’s Quarters were right under the Rotunda.

      This made me a little nervous. I didn’t want to step on anyone’s toes or invade their privacy in any way. But I was determined to find Marcus and I’d just have to get over that Victorian set of manners of mine trying to rear its outdated head.

      The next floor was a lot different from the last. It reminded me more of a modern Mediterranean home than part of the Magnolia. Which made sense if this was where the Lyes lived. There was thankfully a small sign on the textured terracotta colored wall in front of me that pointed to the direction of the five extra rooms.

      “Perfect,” I whispered to myself, prepared to go hunting for the right one when something made me stop in my tracks.

      Arguing. People arguing, loudly.

      I took a few steps back, deciding that I was going to be that nosy busybody after all given what has happened lately, and crept in the opposite direction, where it sounded like the arguing was coming from. This would be the Lye’s living quarters, and as such I clung to the wall anxiously peeking around it to see what was going on.

      The Lyes had guests, and no one seemed very hospitable at the moment. Standing in the middle of what looked like a parlor of sorts was Maeve Lye and her husband Benito, arguing with both the Lauders. Magda, their matriarch, was missing but both Marcus and his sister Mimi were there, sitting on a mid-century couch, just as infuriated as their parents.

      I wasn’t sure what threw me off more, seeing my old friend going toe to toe with Maeve, or Cecily directing some kind of yelling/whining hybrid at the siblings. Benito was at his wife’s side. She continued to gently pull him back with every word Jonathan shouted at her.

      What in the world was this all about?

      “Do not put your finger in my wife’s face, amigo,” Benito said, dangerously close to yanking away from Maeve’s grasp.

      Jonathan barked a cold laugh that sent a chill down my spine. “Amigo? Pal, I’m not your friend, so let’s get that straight.”

      “And I’m not your pal, el gilipollas!”

      Cecily whipped her gold pashmina scarf over her shoulder with the air of someone fending away peasants. “This whole cruise is a farce! With the pitiful excuse for entertainment, the dirty amenities, the terrible room service… ugh, and not to mention the rancid food! It’s no wonder the tickets were so cheap.”

      Oof.

      Marcus’s nostrils flared as she went on her tirade, but Mimi kept her cool head and said calmly, “Your family was given those tickets at a disc—”

      “Rancid food?” Maeve gasped, giving me the first real sense of her having any emotions that weren’t tucked into neat little orderly boxes. “How dare you! I’ll have you know that our food is prepared and served by some of the top chefs in the world! That it just pure slander.”

      “Hmph, I think not,” Cecily said with a disgusted expression. “I didn’t even plan on bringing it up but here we are. I attended dinner Friday night with the rest of my family, though Ivana and I were the only ones who had the lobster. And too bad for us. We hardly had a chance to sit down and enjoy the Mamma Mia show before I started feeling sick. Poor Ivana didn’t feel much better, either. I ended up in the Sick Bay to see if there were any healer’s potions that would help—I know some keep a special stock. We were lucky and got the potion, surprisingly might I add, given the general disarray of everything else. I didn’t even make it back to my room before I had to dash off and…” she trailed off, suddenly stopping herself.

      “And what, come up with more lies?” Benito suggested with a sneer.

      She glared at him. “Incredibly embarrassing as it is to admit it, I got sick everywhere in the bathroom, thanks to the bad lobster no doubt. Ivana had to fend for herself and lie down and I had to wait for the wave of sickness to roll through before I could even take the potion. Was not a fun time, I can assure you.”

      I frowned. I hated to think that the food onboard was questionable. I’ve eaten probably twice the amount that I should so far…

      “That’s just ridiculous. You got sick on your own accord—plenty of people had the lobster that night,” Maeve said, her tone back to its cool and collected usual.

      Jonathan shook his head as he put his arm protectively around Cecily. “Oh yes, it’s hardly a big deal at all when someone gets ill onboard a ship like this with its confined spaces. Nothing to worry about whatsoever. And you gave us some supposed discount for your luxury suite? Was that supposed to convince others of quality? Even Ruben told me that he got his suite for nearly half the going rate for it. And I’m certain that when I ask my old friend Miss Devaine about her booking her tickets, she’ll say the same. What kind of scam do you have running here, Mrs. Lye?”

      The outrage in the room was only getting worse. I would just as soon duck for cover as I would go in there and try to break things up.

      Jonathan held up his hand as the arguing got louder. “And I’ll have you know that my son is filing an official complaint on behalf of our family. Two deaths and a missing person all in the span of five days? It’s not a good look for you, is it?”

      “Que te jodan!” Benito yelled, his handsome face contorted. Marcus wasn’t faring better with his arguing with Cecily.

      “You two, get back to work and leave everything to your father and I,” Maeve said, looking at him. “I mean it. We have a ship to run, after all.” This was met with a sarcastic noise coming from Cecily.

      Marcus just shook his head and followed after Mimi, heading out. It took me about a second too late to realize they were coming my way. And here I was, completely overstepping my boundary.

      “Oh! Uh…” Mimi said as she caught me out of the corner of her eye, walking out of the room.

      “Sorry,” I said feebly, my cheeks burning. “I was… looking for you!” I nodded toward Marcus as he came out. “I know you’re busy, I just wanted to get a chance to talk for a moment, if you can.”

      He seemed confused for a moment but got over it quickly. “Sure. Stay put, I’m actually going to run over to the uh…” he trailed off, watching Mimi.

      Somehow I knew exactly where he was talking about. “Understood.”

      He nodded and told Mimi he’d catch up, so as soon as the elevator doors closed he rushed off down the corridor toward the empty rooms.

      I could still hear the other four arguing, but now it sounded more like it was coming from the Lauders than both families. And it sounded like they were turning on each other.

      “Cecily, we have bigger problems to worry about on this ship. Most cruise lines don’t offer dry cleaning. You’ll just have to wait until we get back to Florida. And honestly, I’m done having this conversation over that damned fur coat of yours!”

      Cecily gasped as if he’d deeply offended her. “I’ll stop talking about it when you stop going on about those missing cufflinks of yours! And that stupid casino coin cup, as if you had more than a few dollars in there. I’m allowed to be upset if I want!”

      Marcus was back with a crumpled looking letter in his hand. He frowned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      My mouth would hardly work its way around the words. “I think… I think we have a problem.”
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      “Birdie. Where. Are. We. Going?” Marcus asked, rushing to follow after me.

      I shook my head. “We need to get out of earshot for starters.”

      Once we were safely tucked up under an umbrella in our own little corner, I sat down and sighed.

      “Out of earshot, huh? All right, well why didn’t we just go to my office?” he asked, looking around at my choice of spots.

      “Honestly? I might have forgotten to grab breakfast on the way out,” I said wincing. “And now my stomach is making its concerns known.”

      Marcus nodded. “I gotcha. Yeah, I didn’t really have much of an appetite, so I haven’t eaten anything either. The kitchen is always taking orders for us though, so whenever you’re ready just say the word.”

      I smiled. “I appreciate it. But first, we need to talk.”

      Repeating exactly what I’d overheard Jonathan and Cecily say, I wrapped my arms around myself, still not quite able to come to terms with it. “So as you can see, I’m incredibly worried.”

      Marcus leveled a look at me. “Remember when I asked you how many coincidences it takes for something to be correlative? This is the answer right here. This cannot be a coincidence, Birdie.”

      Try as my brain might, I couldn’t stop warring with the idea of Jonathan being behind Will’s death. Yet we just happen to find a cufflink by Will’s body? And Jonathan’s cufflinks are missing? The truth was muddier than a truck speeding through the bayou.

      “I agree that there are too many things pointing in Jonathan’s way at the moment. But I just can’t picture him wanting to hurt anyone. It goes across his Hippocratic oath, as a doctor.”

      “I don’t know, Birdie. He sounded pretty pissed upstairs. And anyone who can go into another’s living space and start spewing that kind of crap isn’t someone I would really want to trust. But… that’s just my opinion.”

      I sighed. “And you’re entitled to that. I don’t like that he and Cecily went in there to try and intimidate y’all. It wasn’t right.”

      “I’m glad we agree. So the question is what do we do with what we know so far?” he said, fiddling with his phone in his hands.

      “Not much. At least not yet. There are those cufflinks, and the fact that Will might have seen who pushed Rebekah in. But we don’t know anything about whether Ivana going missing has anything to do with the deaths, or if she’s really missing at all, which is something I wanted to talk to Jonathan about too, now that I think about it.”

      “The cufflinks are pretty damning if you ask me…” Marcus said softly.

      “We don’t know where he was when Will died… but as far as Rebekah goes, I think he’s off the hook there. He was right next to me when I saw her hit the water, so it couldn’t have been him. His friend was even the one to pull her in,” I explained.

      Marcus nodded, but looked miles away. I hated the permanent sadness in his eyes.

      My stomach gurgled, not to subtly reminding me that I was due for some breakfast. I’m not going to get very far thinking on an empty stomach.

      This time it growled louder, and Marcus shot me a funny look.

      “Okay, okay. Let’s take a food break. Even the world’s best detectives feed themselves, you know,” he said as he splayed his hands flat on the table in between us.

      “I won’t turn down food, believe me,” I chuckled. “Though my thighs would say it’s time to start.”

      “Oh, please. You’re in great shape and you know it. Now, let me know what you want and I can go put in the order at the kitchen. What would you like?”

      It wasn’t like I had the menu in front of me, so I made a safe bet. “How about some scrambled eggs and sausage? Protein is very important.”

      After deciding on a proper plate of food (and after me chiding him for only wanting a donut), Marcus was off to wrangle us some food. We both agreed to meet in the main area of the Blooming Promenade in twenty minutes for food and further discussion. He wasn’t too keen on the idea of me talking to Jonathan alone, but I wasn’t exactly giving him a say in the matter.

      I wandered over to the recessed seating area, idly gazing at the fountains in the middle of it. One of the water features resembled a sea monster the way a spout of water arced out of and back into the water over and over again.

      “Well. Look who we have here.” TJ stood a few feet away wearing a particular type of smirk she used pretty much just for me, when she felt superior in some way. “The runaway.”

      “Pfft, hardly. I’m pretty sure I left a note,” I said.

      “Mmhm,” Cinda replied, folding her arms across her chest. “We got your note all right. You’re abandoning our day on Curacao?”

      Boy, didn’t I call that one?

      “No, ma’am, it’s not like that.”

      Frannie and Geena walked up, wearing identical expressions of well-veiled disappointment. Those two were always trying to see the absolute best in people, I swear.

      “I get you wanting to help out,” Geena began. “But getting too wrapped up in this isn’t doing you any favors. You look exhausted, sweetie.”

      For the first time this morning, I patted at my face wondering just how bad it looked. “I did have a little trouble sleeping, but that’s not my fault.”

      “How come?” Cinda asked as the four of them sat down on the velvety seating.

      Should I go ahead and tell them what Marcus and I figured out, and about the argument between Jonathan and Cecily? There was no point in keeping it from them—I would ultimately tell them anyway.

      And so I did, right down to us meeting up here in a bit.

      Geena clapped her hand over her mouth. “Your friend, Jonathan? But… do you really think he’s capable of something like that?”

      “Truth be told… I don’t know. I haven’t seen the man since 1972. And it seems like his interests have certainly changed since then,” I said, thinking about how he’d never date let alone marry a person like Cecily back when I knew him.

      Cinda looked at the others—there was some kind of unspoken conversation going on.

      “What is it?” I asked, frowning.

      She took in a deep breath. “Well, we actually just passed by your friend about ten minutes ago. He was going to his room while we were leaving ours. He mentioned something about ‘heading out to the green to blow off some steam.’”

      “I thought he was mumbling some sort of nonsense,” TJ said. “Talking in riddles or something.”

      “He likes golf, he was telling me about it the first night before Rebekah. He must have been talking about that.”

      “Oh!” Frannie said, waving her hands around. “And he said something about his son handling something…the police, I think?”

      I nodded. Yes, that made sense considering all the arguing earlier. Which led me to wonder if maybe now was a good chance to go look for him. If I knew exactly where to look—the golfing green—then maybe it was a good time to approach him.

      “I don’t suppose the four of you would want to hunt him down with me, would you?” My stomach was still growling but now I had a renewed purpose.

      At the very least, I need to know if he had something to do with the deaths…

      Much to my surprise, everyone seemed to be onboard with the search for Jonathan. I had to add one little caveat though. “I also need someone to stay here and let Marcus know I’ll be back for the food in a bit.”

      “Why don’t you just stay and we’ll look?” TJ said, raising a dark brow at me.

      I sighed. “Because Jonathan is my friend and I’m the one that needs to carefully talk to him about all of this. He’s not going to open up to anyone else. Just me.”

      “Fine,” TJ said, plopping down in the seat across from me. “I’ll stay. Y’all go.”

      I thanked her and the four of us went off toward the elevator.

      Despite his mentioning the golfing green, Jonathan was nowhere to be found there. We checked up and down the golf drive area and I asked a few of the warlocks putting nearby if they’d seen him. No one had.

      I pushed my sweaty hair back away from my forehead. We’d been walking for half an hour and still was no closer to finding him than the man in the moon.

      “This is going to take forever,” Cinda said, shaking her head.

      “What if we split up?” Frannie offered. “Cover more ground.”

      “Good idea,” I said.

      “Not good idea,” Geena said. “I don’t like the idea of one of us running into a secluded area with a man that may or may not have something to do with Will’s death.” Of course Geena would have to bring her sense into it.

      An announcement rang throughout the ship to let everyone know the Curacao port was up and ready to disembark. I groaned.

      “I’m so sorry, girls. I completely forgot. Please don’t let me keep you from your tour today,” I said, feeling like a terrible friend.

      Cinda waved me off. “We’re adults, Birdie, no one is going to make you feel bad for trying to solve this.”

      I thanked her and as Frannie suggested, we split up.

      It felt silly now, asking Marcus to grab food from the kitchen and then essentially leaving him on his own with said food. And now in front of TJ… what in the world was I thinking?

      Geena and Cinda went in one direction, while Frannie and I went the opposite way. If he did start out at the golfing green, hopefully he hadn’t gone too far and we’d find him.

      “I’m going to go down this way, you start checking around there,” I said to Frannie, pointing to a path that led to one of the bars on another floor. She frowned but went anyway, throwing back a nervous glance over her shoulder at me.

      The stairwells and halls all seemed to look the same after a while, and I stopped for a moment to question just where I was.

      I was way past the pool area, and somehow managed to make it down into the actual ship’s integral parts. How in the heck had I gotten this separated? I groaned. Even speaking to Jonathan wasn’t worth getting this lost.

      I walked back the way I came, going over other ideas on where he may be on the ship, passing by a few large metal protrudements from the wall. This was definitely a worker’s area.

      But it hit me. Ivana’s very expensive smelling perfume wafted past me as I rounded a corner. I recalled it from the first night at dinner when she came in for a hug. Wait. Where?

      I rushed to retrace my current steps, confused. The scent was in and out to the point where I was wondering whether I was just imagining it. But no, I could smell it perfectly now.

      “Where… is it coming from?” I asked out loud to no one, closing my eyes for a moment.

      A few heavy footsteps rounded the corner in front of me and I continued after them, hoping.

      There he was, leaning up against a wall, staring down at his feet. Jonathan Lauder.

      I froze, all of the sudden unsure of what I wanted to say.

      I was just about to call out to Jonathan when he spun around and walked past another large metal feature and out of view. I sighed.

      “Great, now what?”

      Well, there was only one thing to do—I needed to follow him.

      I should really look into self-defense classes.

      He went around a few more corners, almost in an unseeing daze until he went through a main boiler room, leaving me not so carefully chasing after him.

      Jonathan stopped in a spot that looked very, very familiar, and it took me a few moments to realize we’d just gone in a circle and I had no idea why. The space was dimly lit compared to most spaces on the ship, and also quite empty and more than a little cramped.

      I also realized that he was looking at me.

      “Jonathan!” I called out, throwing caution to the wind. “Wait!”

      He tilted his head to the side, watching me. “Birdie?” he responded hoarsely.

      I took a few steps toward him but the look on his face turned from confused to downright terrified. Something curled up in my stomach and sent it swimming. Goosebumps pricked up and down my skin all in a matter of seconds.

      “Wait. Birdie! Look—” he called out.

      A blinding pain burst through my shoulders and back all at once and spread so fast through the rest of me that the world swam in front of me.

      And then the world went dark.
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      Floating. My body was floating in something—not quite water, but more than air. A pillow? A cloud.

      I was nowhere and felt absolutely nothing either way. But my body got heavier, something was weighing me down. And the first emotion that was crossing my mind like a tumbleweed was irritation. I just wanted to be here, wherever here was, and left alone. I wasn’t happy with whatever was weighing me down. Then it occurred to me that the sensation of being weighed down turned more comfortable. I was warm and the thing over me was soft.

      A blanket!

      Thoughts slowly trickled back into my mind like the sticky molasses Grandmother would use to make her ginger spice cookies. Then sounds and sensations started returning to me in an overwhelming way.

      Hushed whispers. The sound of something beeping. Rushing water. Squeaking shoes. And worse, the smell of something stringent. Iodine, perhaps?

      The pain was quiet at first until it wasn’t, but it wasn’t intolerable and I cared much more about figuring out where I was than what happened to me.

      I lost track of time, slipping in and out of these thoughts. But finally I mustered enough energy to push through and move my fingers. They twitched a little and I focused more on opening my eyes. Through the bleariness, a soft light caught my attention until I was able to open my eyes even more. They felt heavier than usual.

      “Ungh…” My lips were dry and in desperate need of some chapstick. And maybe a good lip exfoliant.

      “Miss Devaine? Can you hear me?” Someone standing over to the side of the bed said, his voice hurting my head. Or was that my eyes straining? Cutting through the brain fog was a sensation of overall discomfort. Like I’d sat in one position for too long.

      I tried clearing my throat. “Hm.” It was hard, but I reached out and grabbed the side rail of the bed, the cool metal shocking my warm hand.

      “Dr. Washington! Miss Devaine is coming to,” the man in the scrubs called out, walking away for a moment before returning with a woman in glasses and a cloud of shiny dark ringlets standing out like a halo around her head. She hardly looked old enough to be in med school, much less a doctor. But my common sense overtook the brain fuzz, reminding me I was in the middle of an all-magical crew aboard the Magnolia on Water. She could’ve been over twice the age she looked, for all I knew.

      “Birdie, how are you feeling there?” Her tone was warm, much easier on the ears than the nurse’s voice.

      “Um, I’m not really sure,” I croaked. “May I have some water, please?”

      She winked at me and held up a small paper cup of cold water. “Already on it. Here, let me help you up.”

      Once the bed was maneuvered and I was propped up against some pillows, the woman who introduced herself as Dr. Maya Washington was pushing the cup of water into my hands. “Paul is on the way to your room now to let your friends know you’re awake. They’ve been down here most of the time since you first got here, but I insisted they needed to rest, too. The one with the big hair and dimples was adamant that someone stayed with you around the clock. That was our intention anyway of course, but we obliged.”

      I blinked. “When… how long was I out? And what in the Sam Hill happened to me?” It took me some sifting through the last of the brain fog before I remembered I was looking for Jonathan.

      The smile on her young face faltered. “For a while. The healers brought you in mid-Tuesday morning. And… well, maybe you should speak with your friends first. They might be able to do a better job at explaining things than I can.”

      The cold water soothed my throat some, but I paused, slowly finishing the last of it. “Mid-Tuesday…?” I groaned, immediately regretting it with the feeling of sandpaper around my voice box. “Do I even want to know what time it is now?”

      “It’s two-thirty. PM.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “And the day?”

      Dr. Washington gave me a sympathetic smile. “Thursday, I’m afraid.”

      “Thursday! I missed most of Tuesday, all of yesterday, and a sizable bit of today? How can that be?” I recognized the panic in my voice and dialed it back some. “I’m sorry, I know it’s not your fault. It’s just… frustrating.”

      “I can imagine. I’m just going to check a couple of things on you before your friends arrive,” she said, pulling her stethoscope out. “It’s a real shame Maeve has this place on lockdown. You’d be up and out of here already if it weren’t.”

      She checked my heart, my breathing, and flashed her little light in my eyes to make sure I was no longer concussed as she put it, just in time for the sound of TJ’s loud voice to carry down the hall.

      “Excuse us, coming through, coming through!” Cinda was scolding her about waking the other patients but TJ just snorted. “What other patients? There’s no one else in here but her, you twit!”

      The curtains were yanked open and there stood all four of the girls wearing matching looks of apprehension. Even TJ looked as though she was a bit spooked about being there with me while I was incapacitated.

      “Hello, gals,” I rasped, wincing.

      “Oh my word, it’s so good to hear you,” Frannie let out a huge sigh and rushed over with tears collecting in her big blue eyes. “You had us worried sick, Birdie!”

      Cinda patted my arm over the rail of the bed. “Glad to see you’re up, hon.”

      Geena stood quietly at my shoulder, watching over the steady beeping of the monitor beside me. “Your stats look much better now that you’re awake. Your heart rate was too low for my liking. And your blood pressure too. Have they taken a look at your bandages yet?”

      Bandages? What bandages? My confusion must have been obvious because TJ sighed.

      “You have no idea what happened, do you?”

      I shook my head but stopped halfway as my vision swam a little. “Not really.”

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” Geena asked over the other three murmuring to one another.

      “We were looking for Jonathan. He wasn’t at the golfing green, so we split up. I found him further down, I think by the boiler room but I’m not sure where it was really. Something was off about him. Oh! Before I found him I thought I caught Ivana’s perfume scent. It really stuck out to me, and I could’ve sworn I smelled it right before I found Jonathan.”

      “You found him? You saw him?” Cinda repeated.

      “Yeah. He was standing… wherever we were, he was standing there looking at something. And then he walked off, so I followed him, but he doubled back I think. When I finally caught up to him I said his name and he saw me. But…” I trailed off.

      The way he’d looked at me was odd, as if he wasn’t looking at me but rather… “He was looking behind me. Someone must have been behind me!”

      Frannie scowled. “Someone was behind you all right. They knocked you out cold, too. Did you know that?”

      “Well she knows now, Francine,” Geena said, an uncommon iciness to her tone. “I thought we’d break it to her gently?”

      “What’s the point? Someone hit you hard in the back to the point that you went unconscious and hit the ground. All of us came back together only to realize that you were missing now. Luckily your friend Marcus was bringing your lunch back and jumped in to help us look for you. He was the one who found you, too,” TJ said, taking a seat in one of the chairs.

      “Wait… Jonathan wasn’t the one who got help?” Something cold washed underneath my skin.

      All four of them shook their heads.

      “But that doesn’t make sense. He was right there! Why wouldn’t he have been the one to do something about it?” I chewed on my bottom lip, searching the room as if it would help me think. “I was so busy worrying about him being the killer…”

      “The killer!” Cinda repeated loudly.

      “Shh, woman,” TJ hissed at her.

      “…and it turns out he might be innocent after all! Jonathan couldn’t have been the person who hit me, he was standing in front of me. And he looked worried, scared even. I think he was trying to tell me to look out, but it was too late,” the words ran together and I tried my best to sit up more, aware of the bandages that were mentioned before, running across my upper back. Something to worry about later.

      “So you think someone killed Rebekah?” Frannie asked. “Maybe Cecily?”

      “What about that poor boy? Will?” TJ said with a frown.

      There was too much to think about, so I started with where I left off before all of the searching for Jonathan happened. “This morning… er, that is, Tuesday morning, I went to find Marcus and happened to overhear the Lauders arguing with the Lyes. They were trashing the ship and the whole family, and of course Maeve and her family were not happy. Marcus was there, and I caught up with him as he was leaving. We both overheard Cecily and Jonathan start arguing with each other. She was going on about her fur coat again,” I said, looking right at Frannie who shook her head, “and she mentioned his missing cufflinks.”

      “Right. You told us all this Tuesday,” TJ said.

      My shoulders sagged. “I did, didn’t I? Sorry, my memory must still be a little out of order. Anyway, with all that in mind and Ivana missing—wait, has she turned up yet?” I asked, staring them down. I hadn’t even thought about that.

      “No. The Lauders are even more of a mess than they were then. And I haven’t seen Jonathan, sorry to say. I’m not sure if they think he’s missing or what the deal is there,” Geena said.

      The emptiness in my stomach felt as though it were gnawing at me. I’d been so quick to think that my own friend would do something terrible, but I was wrong. And look where that got me.

      “I need to know if he’s back with his family or not. Because it’s very possible that whoever hurt me might have gone after him.”

      Cinda leaned over the railing. “But why leave you? I mean I’m glad they didn’t do worse, but it’s a little odd, don’t you think?”

      “I have no idea. I just hope they didn’t do worse to him, if he is gone,” I said, suddenly feeling exhausted.

      “We’ll look and see if he’s back in his room if it makes you feel any better,” Geena said as she pulled away from the bedside.

      “It would, yes. Whatever the case is, I want to make sure he’s okay,” I replied. He can’t be missing, too. There’s just no way.

      “Whatever the case is, you need to rest up some more,” Geena said, giving me that no-nonsense look I’ve seen her give her grandkids. “We’ll be back in a while to check up on you again. But Dr. Washington and her people have been taking good care of you.”

      “Yeah, you better believe Geena made sure of that,” Cinda chuckled.

      Geena shrugged in that sort of mollified way of hers. “I would’ve been here doing it myself but I’m afraid they wouldn’t let me.”

      Frannie’s smile was the widest as always. “I’ll save you some of that pecan pie from the buffet tonight, Birdie. I’m sure they won’t mind.”

      My friends said goodbye and in came Paul, the nurse whose voice was not quite as bad as I thought at first in my brain haziness. “Time for some more rest, Miss Devaine. Usually she likes her patients to maintain their awareness for a while, but the pain meds will be wearing off very soon and you’ll probably not want to be awake so much for that.”

      I sighed. “I suppose I wouldn’t. Would you mind getting the lights for me, then?”

      He pulled the curtain closed with a nod.

      “Oh, shoot,” I mumbled to myself once the lights flipped off and I was alone again. In the middle of the recent events I’d completely forgotten about the one place I’d been looking forward to visiting the most. Complaining about it seemed silly, but inwardly I felt the sting of irritation. Of all the days I had to miss, it just had to be the day in Aruba.

      Go figure.
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      Sometime later, Dr. Washington came to wake me and give me my next round of pain medication, weaning me off of the harder stuff she was giving me intravenously. My back was bruised and swollen— they didn’t have an x-ray machine or anything like that onboard. Dr. Washington had some sort of x-ray like ability to see living tissues under layers. Her magic was just enough to check throughout my body, ensuring everything was where it needed to be. But she highly suspected some bone bruising, but thankfully no fractures. More likely I passed out due to the pain and losing my breath all at once.

      When Maeve and Marcus came into focus a little while later, I nearly bolted upright and paid dearly for it.

      “Ow, ow, ugh,” I moaned, shaking my head. “Birdie, you idiot.”

      Marcus was at my side with his dark eyes full of concern. “How are you holding up? Sounds like it hurts.”

      I tried to play it off, smoothing down the front of my blankets and hoping I didn’t look too disheveled. As a southern woman, I was loathe to appear anything but put together in front of others.

      “It does, but I’m quite all right. I’ve had worse, believe it or not.”

      Maeve walked closer with her arms held behind her back. “I wanted to come check on my special guest,” she said, recalling back to what Magda had booked Frannie as by mistake. “You’re one tough cookie, you know.”

      “And I’ll take that as a mighty compliment from you, Mrs. Lye,” I said, the corners of my lips curling upward.

      She shot me a wry smile back. “Dr. Washington is one of the brightest from Harvard Medical. I’m happy to have her aboard the Magnolia this year. I trust you’re happy with your care?”

      I nodded. “Of course. She and her nurse… Paul? They’ve both been wonderful.”

      “Good. I have enough going on without having to add inefficient staffing to the list of problems,” she said, glancing over at Marcus.

      “Still having problems with the Lauders?” I guessed, realizing my mistake at once. I expected her to lambast me or even her own son for listening in on their conversation with the Lauders on Tuesday, but instead, she simply looked at me without even a hint of anger.

      Maeve didn’t seem all that surprised to hear my guess and walked around to inspect the curtain or something like that. “The situation with them is regrettable to be certain. Mrs. Lauder is especially upset as it seems that not only has her son’s fiancée gone missing, but she now claims Mr. Lauder hasn’t turn up either.”

      I looked at Marcus and saw the smallest shake of his head. He must not have told his mother anything about our suspicions.

      “Jonathan was there when I was hurt. I saw him and he was trying to warn me, but someone must have knocked me out. I’m worried he’s in trouble, especially if Ivana is missing already and no one’s heard from him.”

      Maeve gave me a calculated look over. If there was something I’d learned about Maeve Lye it was that she played her cards close to her chest. In that, she was just like my Grandmother. And even with that being said, Grandmother wasn’t the type of person who played clean when it came to people she just plain didn’t like. When someone wronged Seraphina Devaine, there was usually a slice of very cold revenge waiting for them.

      I wondered if that was how Maeve operated as well…

      “You know, my friend and I overheard Mrs. Lauder and her friend talking about the death of her assistant, Rebekah,” I began, watching for any interest on her part. “She didn’t seem terribly upset about the whole ordeal. Did you notice that, too?”

      “The only thing I’ve noticed is that people are dying, going missing, and getting hurt aboard my ship, Miss Devaine,” she said, though there was something different in the way she said it. As if that armor might just have a chink in it after all. “And that’s not even including the things that have come up stolen.”

      “It’s not your fault, Mom,” Marcus said softly.

      “It doesn’t matter. Everyone single person on this ship is my personal responsibility, and there’s nothing I can do to…” she paused, swallowed, and straightened back up. “It’s why I put up the barrier. It’s a risk for sure, especially given what happened to you. But it’s the protocol for a reason and I’m not disobeying protocol. It puts everyone on equal footing, and despite what happened to you and potentially Mr. Lauder and Miss LeRoy, it’s done so that we prevent people from utilizing their magic in a potentially harmful way.”

      “You did the right thing, I think,” I replied, having come to the conclusion just then. “And if no one else understands that, then that’s too bad. Like you said, you’re responsible for everyone on the Magnolia, so it’s your choice to make and no one else’s.”

      Was that a smile creeping across her face?

      “I’ll let you get back to your rest. And Miss Devaine?”

      “Yes?”

      She narrowed her gaze at me all the same. “Please stay out of trouble.”
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      “I hate to be the whiny patient, but is there any way I could get something a little less… wiggly on my plate?”

      The orange jello was unappetizing the first time I ate it. But it was downright disgusting sitting on my plate now like some kind of test I had to overcome. Hospital food was one thing at an actual hospital, but considering we were aboard a cruise ship with four different restaurants, a bakery, five different bars, a general store that sold sweets, and a main dining hall… I felt like my options should’ve been a little more varied. Breakfast this morning wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t too hard to snag some toast and eggs, I supposed.

      Nicolette, the new nurse on the evening shift with less humor than a mop frowned at me. “This is what your dietary restrictions would allow.”

      “Dietary restrictions? Why do I have any of those? I’m not diabetic, I don’t have high blood pressure or cholesterol… am I missing something else?”

      She didn’t look like she was thrilled with being questioned. “Doctor’s orders. You’ll have to take it up with her when she comes in on the next shift.”

      It never occurred to me that Dr. Washington wouldn’t be here around the clock, but then I felt ridiculous having thought that. Of course she would have to take breaks too.

      Nicolette swept out of the room without giving me the chance to say anything else, leaving me with the orange monstrosity amidst the otherwise decent dinner.

      At some point dinner was done and I was bored with reading the book and magazines Cinda had brought down to me. Surprisingly, I didn’t have a television in the room, and my phone had no connection to the ship’s Wi-Fi from the Sick Bay. I’d begged Dr. Washington to let me go this morning, but she wanted to observe me for one more night before she let me go.

      It must have been later in the evening than I realized, because there was hardly a sound made in the entire Sick Bay until the doors were pushed open and heavy sobs wracked through someone like a tidal wave.

      I jumped up, startled.

      “Nicolette, I need you to see if you can find any more of that leftover Haldol. Yes, I know we had to report it missing with the other medical supplies but I’m hoping there’s some more somewhere,” Dr. Washington’s warm voice was jarring in its urgency. “She needs to be sedated and without our healer’s abilities, we need to rely on the hard way.”

      Who needed to be sedated?

      “This is absolute insanity! What kind of place is this, that all of my family is being targeted? First my fiancée, then my father, now my mother? Somebody better wake your precious cruise director and tell her I want to speak to her right away,” a man spat out, the ferocity of his words making me slip further under my blanket. Devlin—it had to be.

      The woman’s sobs continued, turning into more like wails. I slapped my hands over my ears, surprised at just how loud Cecily Lauder could get.

      “They tried to t-take me! J-just like my husband! You have t-to believe me,” the woman shrieked and cried in between watery breaths.

      Another voice was there beyond my closed curtain.

      “I understand, Mrs. Lauder. I promise you both we are doing everything we can to find who did this, and we will find who did this. I just need you to give me a few more details for your statement…”

      “Officer, I’m sorry but Mrs. Lauder is my patient now and she needs to be triaged and I need to be able to do my job here. Can her statement wait until I’ve got her calmed down?” Dr. Washington was there still, holding her ground.

      “Yes, please, just do what you need to,” Devlin said, exasperated. “I will speak with the police myself first.”

      Heavy footsteps retreated and I listened in even harder.

      They must have already given Cecily whatever sedative because her sobs were more of hiccups after a few minutes. They’d prepared her a bed and were busy checking her over, judging by the back and forth between Dr. Washington and Nicolette.

      “He’s in trouble, I just know he is,” Cecily cried softly, her words sliding together. “They took him… and they want me now…”

      I squinted into the dark, hoping to find the time on a clock somewhere. It was too dark on my side of the curtain, but if I had to hazard a guess, it was probably somewhere between midnight and four in the morning.

      Had the kidnapper come to collect Cecily, then? If so, then how in the world had she managed to escape? And how convenient was it that Devlin was right there to help her?

      There was no doubt about it now. Whoever was doing this wanted to take down the Lauders one by one and were willing to stop anyone who got in the way. I was lucky to have gotten away with my life, considering what happened to the other two who didn’t.

      My thoughts carried into my sleep, long after Cecily was fitful and snoring on the other side of the curtain.
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      It was much, much better to wake up to the sunrise pouring in through the windows of the suite than the beep-beeping of some kind of hospital monitor.

      But Dr. Washington gave me the okay to go back and spend the rest of my time in our room as opposed to in the Sick Bay bed, so I would at least get my sunrise in tomorrow.

      By the time I made it back to the suite, the girls were already discussing plans for the day trip to our last tropical port of call—Grand Cayman Island.

      The ship had slowed down, so we knew it was just a matter of time before we dropped anchor and disembarked. Or at least they disembarked.

      “I really don’t want to hold y’all back,” I sighed, rubbing at my temples as I sat over the strawberry and creme crepe Cinda prepared for me. “This trip will not be ruined on my behalf and I know you had a whole day of fun on the to-do list, Frannie.”

      Frannie, who looked beautiful in her flowery white dress and matching sandals, huffed. “What good is a day of fun without you, Birdie?”

      Cinda shoveled a crepe onto her plate. “Don’t make the woman feel bad, Francine. Truth be told, she probably shouldn’t really be leaving the room much at all. Right?” She looked past both of us to Geena, who was wiping down the other end of the counter.

      “Right.”

      My shoulders slumped, painfully, and I rolled my eyes. More than anything, this pain was a nuisance. I’d gotten over the initial shock that someone did this to me and was at the fury part, only to pair with my grave concern for my friend.

      He was still missing as of this morning.

      “What exactly are we supposed to be doing there, anyway?” TJ asked, biting into her apple. “I’m good on the snorkeling. There are only so many different looking fish to see in the ocean.”

      “I’m going to forget that you just said that,” Frannie began, flipping to her itinerary which of course she already had in front of her. “I’ve lined up a full-on guided tour, made reservations at Green Roads, and there’s an island dancing performance I thought we might see on our way back to the Magnolia. Give or take a few stops into the shops.”

      “Dr. Washington told me they’re stepping up their security on and off the ship, so make sure you’re careful with whatever you're taking and bringing back,” I warned them, finishing up my crepe. “Also, I’m going to need to get this recipe from you. I haven’t had crepes since I last visited Manosque probably thirty or forty years ago.”

      “But what about you?” Frannie whined. “You’ll be so bored stuck here by yourself, won’t you?”

      I squeezed her hand. “It’s no island dancing gig, but it’s got amazing views. I’m okay to relax on the balcony for the afternoon and read. Honestly, I’ll be fine. I didn’t make it to one hundred-thirty-three by being incredibly risky.”

      TJ snorted. “That didn’t matter when you landed in this ship’s version of a hospital.”

      “Tullulah-Jean! She was essentially sucker-punched, through no fault of her own,” Geena scolded. “She says she can handle herself, so we trust her to do so, all right everyone? No more trying to convince her to disobey doctor’s orders. I’ll not have any more of that.”

      Boy, when Geena went full nurse-mode, she didn’t play games. Everyone hung their heads almost like children under their mothers’ lecturing.

      “Besides,” she said, placing a hand on her hip. “I have back up. Marcus will be coming to check up on you while we’re gone.”

      “Better him than his mother,” I shrugged. “What?”

      “What’s wrong with his mother?” Cinda asked, raising a brow at me.

      I really hadn’t meant to say that out loud. In fact, I didn’t even think it until the words came tumbling out. What was wrong with her? Was there anything, or was I just not seeing eye to eye with her?

      “Nothing… She doesn’t make for as warm company as Marcus does. He’s a good kid, and I’d much rather visit with him than her. That’s all.” Not to mention the sometimes-cold indifference I felt rolling off of her the first time we met.

      Then again, she did allow us to stay when she didn’t have to. Maeve Lye was a paradox that I didn’t have time to navigate.

      Speaking of which…

      “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. This is your cruise director speaking. We have made it to our next stop of your tour—Grand Cayman Island. The ship will be letting people off starting at nine o’clock, so please start gathering in the Blossoming Promenade if you are disembarking the island. We are also implementing some added security so I will ask that you are extra vigilant in keeping all restricted items off the island. These rules can all be found on the back of your room door. We hope you have a wonderful Saturday and will see you back on the ship at nine o’clock PM, sharp. Thank you all.”

      I cleaned off my plate and went over to get a good look past our balcony. Through the windows the clear and bright turquoise of the water sparkled like gemstones. Another cruise ship roughly the same size was coming into view and also pulling into the port.

      “Go on ahead. I’ve been meaning to kick back and read more of this one anyway,” I said with a smile as I held up Jojo Moyes’ latest book.

      Frannie and Cinda fretted over me a bit more but Geena guided them all out and reiterated her advice for me to stay put and let Marcus know if I needed anything else.

      “Yes, mother,” I teased, saluting her. “Y’all have fun. Bring me back a good souvenir or two.”
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        * * *

      

      The itch became too strong to not scratch. After reading the same page over and over again in the book, I finally got up. Pouring myself a glass of fresh sweet tea thanks to Cinda, I gazed out across the water. The other ship was largely taking up the carved-out piece of ocean I could see from this angle, which didn’t do much to help lift my spirits any.

      I knew I told the girls I’d stay put. And it would be dumb of me to go walking around on my own, given the fact that I had quite a literal target on my back.

      Maybe I needed some company…

      Within twenty minutes, Marcus was at the door, carrying a serving tray of snacks. “Room service,” he said, plastering a smile on his face. It didn’t reach his eyes.

      “I’m sorry, darling. I shouldn’t have even bothered you,” I said, feeling like an idiot. Marcus had enough going on, dealing with his dead boyfriend. He didn’t need me adding to his plate. Or serving tray, as it were.

      But Marcus brushed it off as I let him in. “Don’t be ridiculous. I agreed to come check on you so here I am. I would’ve done it anyway. And to be honest, I could use the distraction. I haven’t been able to focus much lately.”

      We sat down in the living room with our snacks, plush carpet be darned.

      “Well, thank you for coming by. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little jealous of the girls getting to spend the day out there,” I said as I pointed out the windows. “But it is was it is.”

      Marcus bit into a candy bar. “I’m sorry you’re stuck here. Dr. Washington told you to stay in the room absolutely?”

      “Something like that. She also mentioned something about eating lightly today…” I snapped up a small coffee cake with a wink. “But she can’t expect me to be perfect, right?”

      That earned a grin from him.

      We spent the next hour or so flipping through channel after channel on the television, catching a ridiculous court case here, and some shocking paternity results there. It went great with the baked goods and heaping bowl of specialty homemade macaroni and cheese he brought up from the kitchen for me.

      Once I was good and stuffed, I leaned back against the sectional and groaned. “Now if only I had somewhere to walk to, to try and work off all of these extra calories.”

      Marcus flung down his spoon, finishing off he last bite of his favorite rice pudding. “You know what I think?”

      “Hm?”

      “I think that it wouldn’t hurt you to get some sunshine.”

      Both of us glanced out the window to where the sun was already passing overtop the ship, leaving the entire balcony in the shade.

      “If you have someone with you I’m sure Dr. Washington wouldn’t mind if you moved around a little more today. Don’t you think?” he said.

      I wasn’t quite sure I agreed that Dr. Washington would feel the same, but I’d take it, nonetheless. “Sure! I can’t very well suffer from a vitamin D deficiency in the middle of all of the other stuff. What do you suggest?”

      The way he looked at me reminded me of a mischievous little boy. “I have something in mind.”

      With a watchful eye to make sure no one saw us, Marcus led me down to a place I knew I hadn’t seen on the main map.

      “Where are we?” I asked, taking in the dim and narrow hallway.

      “We have some little rooms off the stray path here and there on the ship. It was bound to happen, with the unique design of it. So my grandfather turned a couple of them into staff-only, or just for our family even. My mother has access to them shut off for now, unless you’re one of us with the right key code to make it all the way in,” he said with a wink. He swiped the keycard across a black strip that beeped, before something inside the door whirred and slide out of place.

      Marcus yanked open the door and led me inside.

      The first thing that crossed my mind was one of my favorite novels, The Secret Garden. But instead of out in the sunshine, the stone wall thick with English ivy, pink valerian, and climbing roses in all sorts of colors was here in the middle of a cruise ship with no access to sunlight.

      Then I realized that there was in fact a little keyhole in the middle of the wall. I rushed over to it. “What in the world? How is this even here?” I marveled. It really was like walking into a fairytale.

      “We call it the Valencia Room. It’s got its own self-sustained environment, believe it or not. Of course it runs on magic mostly, so the flowers are a little weaker than normal. But it’s a nice place to get away when you need to. And no one else will be here because my family’s up to its ears in fighting with the Lauder family,” he said, taking a key and unlocking the gate.

      He took me on a tour of the small little world tucked away behind the wall. A statue of a witch and her three cats stood in the middle of one part of the garden, and in front of it was a large stone bench. We sat down on it and I could tell Marcus had something he wanted to say.

      “Whatever it is, go ahead and spit it out,” I said, watching the way his knee bounced. My ex-husband Richard used to do that when he had something on his mind—always bouncing and fidgeting. Which was one of the reasons I found out he’d been cheating on me.

      Marcus sighed. “Devlin Lauder has been practically harassing my mother and father about everything going on. He came up to her office before anyone else, but she was up there. Pounded on her door, freaking her out. And I’m sure you’ve gotten to know my mother a little—nothing gets under her skin.”

      “Can you blame him? He’s worried about his family, and after what happened to Rebekah and then Will, I am too.”

      “I know. And so do my parents. Do you know that he even asked my mother to take down the magic barrier? He said we were using it to abate the killer or kidnapper… Or both. He’s on this theory that there may be more than one person involved. As if we want this kind of terror on our ship.” He blew a curl out of his face, shredding away at some of the blades of grass he held in his hand.

      “Isn’t there any way you can try to help calm him down? Make it so that at least him and Cecily are safer?” I’d been thinking about it earlier on my way out of Sick Bay. Cecily had already been taken back to her room because she was gone when I left.

      He nodded. “We’re already on it. Despite the way the Lauders have been unfairly accusing and treating my family, Mom came up with the idea that the two of them are to stay in the captain’s cabin. This is where my grandparent’s sleep, mind you. And it’s special quarter in our living space. It’s locked away from everything else and there’s only one way in or out, with a special key. It can be locked from the inside, so she gave the two of them the key and told them they’d be safe there. No one can get in now—not unless the Lauders want them in.”

      My jaw dropped. “Wow. And what of your grandparents?”

      “They’re in my parent’s room while my mother and father have taken on of the empty rooms—over where I had Will staying, funny enough.”

      I studied the way his dark brow knitted together. “And you don’t approve of this.”

      Marcus dropped the shredded pieces of grass to the ground. “I just don’t like the idea of that family taking up our space. Especially Cecily Lauder. My mother suspects her of being the one to kill Rebekah, as crazy as that sounds.”

      It didn’t sound crazy to me. “It must’ve been hard for her to hand over the key, with that on her mind.”

      “She’s trying to save face. The police team is still out trying to find Ivana and Jonathan, and they haven’t had any luck at all.”

      We were both quiet for a while.

      “Well,” he said after checking his watch. “I need to get back to work. I can’t let the whole Hospitality go to pieces without me. Especially without magic to fix things if it did.”

      I sighed. “Thank you for bringing me here, though. It’s lovely. And it’s actually given me some ideas for my next project in the renovation back home.”

      He smiled. “Let’s sneak you back to your room before the good doctor finds out what we’ve been up to.”
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      Dinner was a self-cooked affair since my friends were eating out on the island, and for some reason piddling around in the kitchen wore me out much quicker than I expected. The next thing I knew, I’d passed out in the bed and it was already morning again.

      I was thinking twice about the pain medication Dr. Washington had given me. Especially if I was going to convince anyone that I was okay to leave the room again.

      “I don’t like it.” Geena’s concerned expression was clear even from the other side of the room. “The police are handling things for the Lauders. The best we can do is pray that Jonathan and Ivana are found safe. You’re not a detective, Birdie. And I don’t know how many times that exact sentence has come out of my mouth.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. Maybe it was the slight cabin fever, or maybe it was just the fact that I was done being told I couldn’t do something… because that never went over well with me anyhow.

      “I cherish your opinion Geena, and I understand that you’re worried. But I am over twice your age, and I am capable of making these decisions on my own without you chiding me for them.”

      It was like all the air in the room had been sucked out. Everyone’s jaws dropped, including Geena’s.

      Cinda, TJ, and Frannie looked back and forth between us. But I wasn’t budging.

      Geena, however, unfolded her arms and went to say something, but thought better of it. Instead, she simply chuckled. It was such a shock even to me, that none of us knew what to say.

      “You’re right, you’re right,” she said as she shook her head. “I’m being ridiculous—of course you’re capable of making your own decisions. For a moment there I felt like I was talking with Ruby.  I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to come off as some old mother hen to you. I just, well. You know me. Always worrying about someone.”

      I heaved a sigh of relief. The last thing I needed right now was to be fighting with my best friend. “Thank you for that. And believe me when I say that I appreciate your concern. I haven’t always had that, and it does make me feel better.”

      Cinda cleared her throat. “Well, now. Does that mean we’re jailbreaking Birdie outta here? Should we go ahead with Frannie’s plan on her to-do list?”

      “Call it jail-breaking if you want,” I said as I went to the dresser to pull out some clean clothes for the day, “either way I want to go check out a few places before we go off doing anything just yet.”

      “Go where?” Frannie asked, sipping her coffee.

      “To look for Jonathan, of course. The police may be on it, but they can use all the help they can get. I’m sure of it.” I also wanted to go back to the spot where I’d been knocked out, but I didn’t want to give that away just yet.

      “It’s one thing to shirk your doctor’s orders but you’ve got another thing coming if you think we’re going to let you go alone—when you’ve already been targeted and hurt,” Frannie said without missing a beat. She placed her mug back down and whipped her lacy cover-up around her as she walked over to her purse. “Everyone’s already dressed, Birdie. We’re ready when you are.”

      Well. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to have back up. Just in case. And judging by the look on everyone’s faces, there was no room to argue anyway.

      I got dressed, Frannie scooped up the room key, and we headed out the door.

      “Where do you want to start? Wait… where are you going?” she asked, frowning when she saw me walk straight over to the what I assumed to be empty owner’s suite where the Lauders had been staying. I knocked on the door once, then twice.

      “Okay. I just had to be sure.”

      I punched the right floor number in the elevator. The girls were chatting around me, but my mind was elsewhere.

      “I suppose the first thing to do would be to make sure they’re still missing. It would be kind of pointless spending time looking for them if they’ve turned up.” I thought about the last time we’d seen Ivana. Despite my initial thoughts of her being nothing more than a younger version of Cecily, she’d come across as better-natured than her in the sauna. And while the Lauder men certainly had a type, it seemed like Devlin got the better end of the deal.

      Our first trip took us to Marcus’s office. I was pretty sure he was getting tired of seeing me show up unannounced but was too nice to say anything.

      “Sorry, Birdie. As far as I know, they’re still missing. No one’s told me otherwise,” he said, reading over something at his computer. He looked up and gave me a sympathetic nod. “You’re going stir-crazy, aren’t you?”

      “Pfft. I wouldn’t go that far. But I am determined to get to the bottom of this. We only have until tomorrow afternoon to figure this thing out.”

      He placed his hands on the desk, drumming them for a moment. “Okay. I’m just going to say this once and that will be the end of it, I promise. But we need to let this go.”

      My mind was already three steps ahead trying to figure out how to get back to the place I was when I last saw Jonathan, but it stumbled, trying to process what Marcus had just said.

      “Sorry, what?”

      He sighed. “Will is dead. I can’t bring him back and nothing I do will change the fact that he’s gone. Jonathan Lauder? He just doesn’t want to be found… maybe he’s happy to be away from his wife for a while, who knows? Or maybe him and Ivana are a thing and no one even knew. This could be their big break—they could finally get the chance to be with each other and out from under watchful eye. What? It’s possible,” Marcus said, going back to look at his screen.

      “That’s ridiculous—even if there were something going on between them which I don’t think there is—they wouldn’t try to disappear on a cruise ship of all things! I don’t understand. Why the sudden change of heart?” None of it added up and I was certain that maybe I was just misunderstanding… A small glass bottle was badly hidden behind his computer monitor, in danger of tipping over and falling off the back of his desk. I ducked to get a better look at it, much to Marcus’s dismay.

      “Vodka. Marcus are you… drunk?” I asked, lowering my voice just in case his mother could hear. She wasn’t the type of person who would put up with that, even from her own son.

      Upon closer inspection, Marcus’s eyes did look a little glassy and bloodshot. And he wasn’t exactly denying it.

      “Come on, Birdie. You know I’m right. There’s no point in looking for someone who doesn’t want to be found. And the thing is, you can’t prove I’m wrong about Jonathan and Ivana.”

      How did I work my way around that one? But then it hit me. “If they’re off living their secret affair out somewhere else on the ship then fine, they’re adults and it’s their terrible decision to make. But what about whoever attacked me? Whoever killed Rebekah and Will? Don’t they deserve to be brought to justice?”

      Marcus winced at the sound of his boyfriend’s name. “I’m not some guy in a superhero suit looking to save the world. That’s what the police are for,” he said, the slur in his speech barely detectable.

      “So their possible killer may just get away with murder and that’s that? You don’t want to do anything to prevent that?”

      He shrugged, but it was slow and sloppy. “Like I said… leave it to the pros. That’s what we hired them for.”

      “You’re not thinking straight, and I don’t think you really believe that, you’re just telling yourself you do because it eases the guilt you feel over Will’s death. Which you really shouldn’t feel accountable for it to begin with. I understand grief when I see it, Marcus. And you’re in the thick of it.”

      He didn’t have much else to say after that, so I apologized for bothering him and told him I would see him before tomorrow afternoon.

      Maybe he’ll be sober by then…

      “What’d he say?” Cinda was the first to ask after I came back out of his office.

      I stuck to the main point. “They’re still missing. Which means I’m still going looking for them. And I know just where I’m going to begin.”
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      “Pool deck, then… where?” I muttered to myself, looking past all the people splashing around and enjoying themselves on the deck. “That way?”

      “Why do I feel like she’s taking us on a wild goose chase?” TJ said from somewhere behind me. I didn’t bother looking up… I was still sifting through the mental images of following Jonathan. I’d made it down to a deeper part of the ship, though I wasn’t sure I could retrace the exact same steps.

      “But maybe I don’t have to…” I thought aloud. “Okay, let’s go this way.”

      Everyone followed me as I went back off the deck and past the locker rooms. It wasn’t much longer before we were seven more stories down, thanks to the elevator of course. I could only imagine the pushback I would’ve gotten if I suggested the stairs.

      There were more and more ’STAFF ONLY’ signs down here, and it was less like the luxury brand they were trying to pull off, and more industrial looking. I had no idea why Jonathan had been down this way to begin with, but it was practically a miracle that I managed to find this place not once but twice.

      “There were these large metal things… like large wheels of some sort coming out of the walls before. Oh, right here! I knew it! This is the same spot where I could’ve sworn I caught a whiff of Ivana’s perfume. And I thought that maybe if I followed it—”

      “What, are you some kind of bloodhound now?” TJ cut me off with a sarcastic noise.

      I ignored her, not willing to get into a verbal altercation with TJ when I was so close. Marcus’s reveal of the so-called nooks and crannies of the ship really had my brain going at a hundred miles an hour.

      “Look around, see if you find anything odd. Something that doesn’t fit in, or anything else out of place.” Maybe if this was where I smelled her perfume then she wasn’t far off.

      To my relief, no one fought me on it and instead they all split up and we each inspected a space along the offshoots of the main deck entry hallway. The lights here cast a garish glow to everything, much different than the warm lights throughout the rest of the ship.

      I ran my hands along the edges of the walls and pushed myself into a space between a half-wall and a large exhaust fan of sorts.

      “Birdie. I don’t think we’re supposed to be down here…” Frannie said cautiously.

      Cinda snorted. “We burnt that bridge long ago, hon. The laundry crew might be right around the corner—who knows?”

      I looked back at her. “Laundry crew?”

      “Well, yeah. This is outside the laundry room. I saw a sign back the way we just came.”

      The scent on the air was a little cleaner than the rest of the inside of the ship, but it didn’t smell like laundry exactly. “Huh. Maybe it’s were they sort the clothes or something. Come on, y’all. Let’s keep looking.”

      Down the hallway a bit, TJ and Cinda were busy checking out a smaller than normal door. I brushed past the other two to watch them.

      “It’s locked. Say Frannie, pull me out a pin from that thing,” TJ said over her shoulder, her hand extended and waiting.

      Frannie cut her eyes at her. “Rude. This thing happens to be an inspired look from Grace Kelly herself. Here. Do your little criminal activity.”

      TJ ducked down until she was eye-level with the small door’s lock and shoved one end of the bobby pin into it, jiggling it around until something clicked. “Here we go!” she whispered.

      The little door creaked open and to everyone’s surprise, it wasn’t ‘just some closet’ like Geena predicted, but rather an odd way to access another hallway. A much more cramped hallway that could almost be considered a tunnel.

      “I don’t know Birdie. This is too weird. And look—look how thin it is! Who in the world thought this was an acceptable design?” Geena said slowly, peeking her head in. “We can’t all fit in there.”

      I sighed. Geena was right, but that didn’t deter me. “It can fit a couple of people, and let’s be honest, I’m going to need someone to stay on the outside just in case. We don’t want to accidentally get locked in here, wherever this leads.”

      “Me and TJ will stay put,” Cinda offered.

      I nodded. “Frannie?”

      Her eyes went wide, surprised I called on her. “Yes?”

      “I’m going to need you to come with me. You have the most sensitive sense of smell out of all of us. And I have a feeling it will come in handy. Ivana’s perfume was something that I just know you’d recognize.”

      There was no hiding the excitement on her face. “Well I’m pleased as punch to help however I can. Count me in.”

      I looked over to Geena. “And I need you to stay on the lookout too. Maybe go further up the corridor, or you could even stay right on the inside of this door, if that would make you feel better. That way if these two see anyone they can signal to you and you can come grab us.”

      Geena sighed. “I suppose that will work. But I’d feel much better if you had some kind of weapon on you. Just in case you need to use it.”

      I was so used to using magic as my defense that I’d completely forgotten that I was without it and therefore without any weapon. “I would too but I don’t have that option at the moment. We’ll be careful, I promise.”

      And with that we were off. Geena was on the inside with us but stayed by the door while the other two were on the outside keeping watch. Frannie and I looked at each other and nodded.

      “Stay close by. I’ll go first since I’m the one using my sniffer,” she said, serious enough for us both to chuckle.

      We ducked and walked crouched like that all the way down to the end of the hallway, and then when we turned the corner, it was only more crouching. I didn’t understand what the purpose of this place was. Did anyone else even know about this place? They’d have to… the door wasn’t completely invisible.

      Frannie stopped and threw her arm up to stop me. “Wait.” She sniffed the air and paused again. “I think… I think I smell something.”

      “You do?”

      She nodded. “It might even be perfume though it’s still a little far off for me to tell. Should we keep going?”

      “Absolutely!”

      So we did. Thankfully, the long hallway opened back up to the point where we could get by with only a slight duck of our heads to avoid the ceiling. It was all very odd.

      The space between the lights in this continuing hallway were getting farther and farther apart.

      Frannie rubbed at her bare arms. “It’s colder down here,” she whispered just loud enough for me to hear. “I wonder why that is.”

      The hallway opened up to a wider room that had a ventilation shaft running along the side of it. On the other side was yet another hallway from the looks of it. I groaned.

      “The scent is getting stronger. I think,” she said. “Oh!”

      I looked around. “What?”

      But Frannie covered her mouth and gestured toward whatever was up ahead.

      I frowned. “What is it?”

      But I heard it too. Something scurrying around not that far away. There was a scrape and then something… was it some kind of animal or someone moving around?

      “Let’s go,” I whispered, pushing ahead. “She might be down here. They might both be down here.”

      There was a footstep that seemed to echo down the hallway and froze us both in our spots. But I couldn’t afford to let my fear take over. It might be the only way to help Jonathan and Ivana. I shook my head and kept moving.

      Then I saw it. The final room, and in it, the edge of someone’s foot. Frannie pulled me back until we were both flush against the wall. “Did you see someone?”

      I held up my finger to my mouth and gestured for her to quietly follow me. We peeked into the room and I gasped, glad to see that there were only two occupants in the room. Jonathan and Ivana.

      And they were both knocked out cold.

      “Frannie! We need to get them out of here!” I hissed in case their abductor returned.

      “You take him, I’ll try and help her. Birdie… what if the kidnapper comes back?”

      “Let’s just check on them first. I want to make sure they’re okay— I don’t like the idea of leaving them here on their own while we both go help...”

      Frannie kneeled down at Ivana’s side. Her body was curled up with her arms behind her back, while Jonathan was sprawled in the opposite direction, his hands behind his back and tightly bound.

      “Oh, no. Who did this to you?” I whispered, looking for anything that I could use to cut the rope from around his wrists.

      “Is he alive?” Frannie said, her voice shaking. “Ivana’s still breathing.”

      I let out a breath. “Good. And he’s breathing too. Oh… oh wait. Jonathan? Jonathan, can you hear me? It’s Birdie!”

      He was starting to stir under my hands, his limbs sluggish. I wasn’t sure whether he was more focused on opening his eyes or moving his arms.

      “Whaaa…?”

      “You’re okay. My friend Frannie and I found you and Ivana. We’re going to find a way to get you two out of here. Do you understand?” I cradled my hand under his head to help him as he struggled to look around.

      His eyes flashed open. “Birdie…”

      “Yes. It’s me. I… I don’t know whether I should have you sit up or not. Oh… maybe Geena should have come after all,” I said, cursing under my breath. “Right. Let’s try and have you sit up. Can you move anymore?”

      They were wooden movements, stiff and inaccurate, but Jonathan managed to lock eyes with me again once his head was propped up and he was leaning against the wall behind him.

      “You need to g-go.”

      “No, no. We’re not going anywhere, you’re not safe. Jonathan—can you tell me what happened? Who brought you here and tied you up?” I debated whether it was worth it to dash toward Geena and let her know we found them and see if we could get help, preferably in the form of something to cut away his binds and protect ourselves if need be.

      I glanced over to the white dirty sheet lying next to him. A small amber glass and rag were knocked over, the contents lightly dripping from the lip of the bottle. I frowned.

      “Birdie. You have to watch out,” he said, his voice being dragged across his throat. “You don’t understand. I tried to find her but she found you first and then…” he trailed off, a hacking cough running roughshod over him.

      “Frannie, is that metal over there?” I asked, pointing to where something that looked like a metal pole was sticking out of a huge pile of rope. Ivana’s hands were underneath a bunch of the rope. Was their kidnapper more afraid of her than him?

      Jonathan’s hands struggled against his ropes. “I’m serious,” he whispered hoarsely. “She knocked you out and she keeps giving me this potion to put me back to sleep. I don’t have time…”

      “She?” I repeated, everything in me pumping the brakes to a halt. This whole time I was under the assumption that it was a man, though really that was up in the air too. “Who?”

      He gestured for me to come closer, so I dropped down until my ear was by his mouth. Her name sent shivers down my back. I looked down at him and then at Frannie.

      Just in time to see Ivana’s eyes open at the sound of her name.
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            The Real Monster

          

        

      

    

    
      The stillness in the air was sliced through when I screamed for Frannie to run. Everything happened so fast, but I felt like I was moving through tar, stuck and perpetually reaching for her, trying to grab for her. Ivana was pulling herself up in the midst of Frannie’s confusion, reminding me of some sort of avenging angel with her golden blonde hair and the crazed look in her eyes. The ropes fell off, not at all bounding her wrists.

      She lunged for Frannie, who rolled away just in time for Ivana to fall short. Frannie went down to her knees with a thud, tripping over herself and desperately scrambling over to me.

      I was ready to take Ivana on, no matter the youth she had on me, but my eyes went wide and I shoved Frannie back when Ivana bent down and picked up the large metal pipe. The thing was as thick around as a soda can and as long as a pool stick, and there was no doubt in my mind that this was what was used to knock me out. I was luckier than a pot of gold in a bed of four-leaf clovers to be able to walk, if that was the case.

      “What are you doing down here with him? Let him go!” I shouted, hoping Geena could hear us.

      But Ivana’s pretty face twisted into something that told me we were in real danger here. “I don’t think I will.”

      Jonathan moaned behind me, still struggling to move. I couldn’t make out whatever he was saying, and I knew our odds at avoiding getting hit and keeping him safe were very little. I glared at her, wishing that I could channel my outrage into something to strike her down. I wasn’t sure whether it was more a blessing or a curse that the magic barrier was up. You never quite knew what you were getting with a fellow witch.

      She leaned on the pole almost as if it were a cane and shook her head. “I was really hoping it wasn’t you. I thought maybe another staff member—I knew it wouldn’t be Cecily. You have to have to brains to make it this far.”

      “And if it were Devlin? What if he was the one who saw you drugging up his father and keeping him hostage? What then?” I asked, mentally picking apart the scene around me. Blankets—those won’t be much help unless I can subdue her enough to bound her with them somehow. A spilled glass bottle and old rag? Maybe if I broke the bottle I could use it… but it’s not nearly as large as I’d like it to be to get within range of her and not get hit by that big old pole…

      Ivana shrugged. “I would’ve figured something out. You see, I’m very good at improvising. And let me tell you, that comes in handy when you mistakenly kill the wrong person.”

      I pulled myself up to my full height, still keeping Frannie behind me. She whispered something about staying low, but I was more concerned with keeping Ivana talking. “What do you mean?”

      Her eye roll only infuriated me more. “You’re smart, Birdie. What do you think I mean?”

      I chewed my lip. It would pay to be smarter than she thought me to be and run a circle of logic around her in order to hopefully give Geena time to bring back help. And that was only if Geena could even hear us to begin with. But I had a plan stretching and forming in my head.

      “Which one was it, then? Rebekah? Will?” I paused and glanced back at Frannie. The sheer terror on her face solidified my plan in place. I was going to get us out of here somehow. “No, wait. Of course. It had to be Rebekah—and the reason you killed Will is because he saw it was you coming out of Jonathan and Cecily’s room at the same time that Rebekah supposedly jumped off the balcony. Am I close?”

      “Something like that,” she said, mildly amused.

      “So you killed Will because he knew too much—you saw him going into the kitchen… and you improvised, as you claim to be a master at,” I said slowly, deliberately.

      “I did. That beanpole hardly stood a chance against those huge kegs. I happened to have a knife I pulled from someone’s station on the way in, but I thought it would be much neater if I made it look accidental than very obviously done on purpose. I was right, of course,” she said, lightly tapping the pole with long nails. “I’m also very good at that.”

      What you’re really very good at is giving me everything I need to know about what happened. “Right. Well, they bought it. No one knows that the strap was cut. Oh, well, except I figured it out myself.”

      She nodded. “Like I said, Birdie. You’re smart… you know how to captivate people and that takes knowing how people work. I’ve learned to do the same, and I have you to thank for that. I’ve looked up to you for a while now. I wasn’t lying when I said I was a huge fan!” An out of place homecoming queen smile spread across her face, which was completely at odds with the large metal pole she had a death grip on.

      I sighed. “I’d say I’m flattered but,” I gestured to the pole and then to Jonathan on the ground behind me and Frannie, “Inspiring people to commit murder and kidnap others is not what my little old performances were meant to encourage.”

      Ivana’s laugh was like a tinkling of small bells. “And humor too!” In the blink of an eye her face turned somber and she sighed. “I’m so sorry I had to do it, Birdie. I am. Jonathan had put most of it together, and honestly I think the poor bastard thought he could head me off from doing anything else naughty. Like he felt bad for me or something… or maybe he was just trying to be the noble doctor that he is.” There was that ridiculous laugh again. “But I couldn’t very well bring both of you here. Do you know how hard it was to drag him through here? He has a good one hundred-plus pounds on me! The whole thing looked rather bizarre, but that’s neither here nor there.”

      She brought the metal pole back up to land in her other hand with a metallic thunk. Beside me, Frannie was straightening up too.

      “But why, Ivana? Why are you so dead set on kidnapping Jonathan? You have him here, so what are you planning to do with him?”

      The pipe dropped down some so that she was holding the end of it not unlike how someone would hold a baseball bat before they got into batting position. “Do you expect me to give you all the details? Stalling won’t help matters, I’m afraid.”

      It had been helping so far…

      “Why Rebekah? And how did you mistake her for someone else?” I asked, frowning.

      “That stupid coat. Rebekah was such a dimwit. Cecily hardly noticed her yet all she wanted to do was be Cecily—which is revolting in itself. But Rebekah, being the poor and naive little thing she was, had a little secret. She liked to dress up in Cecily’s things when no one else was around. And that fur coat? Maybe you couldn’t tell but that was Cecily’s pride and joy.” Ivana took a few steps back and then forth, rocking on her heels. “It’s sad when someone cares more about a stupid dead animal fur than a human being, don’t you think?”

      I stared at her. “I think you’ve lost the right to say that. Having taken lives and all.”

      “Still. It’s not hard to see what kind of person Cecily is after I pushed Rebekah over. It’s a shame really, that she was wearing that coat, or I wouldn’t have thought she was Cecily. Rebekah was a mistake—a hiccup in the plan. But once I tidied up that mess and the man in the kitchen, it was time to put everything else in motion. It wasn’t hard to fake being kidnapped.”

      All that talk of not stalling… at least I had her running her mouth instead of trying to kill us again.

      “You were after The Lauders. Even though Devlin is close to them. That’s a pretty big risk to take,” I trailed off, looking up. The room was starting to feel smaller and smaller the more she went on.

      The sneer that cut across her face practically marred all of it. “He has me, and that’s all he needs.”

      “Then why didn’t he marry you when he was supposed to?” I knew it was a sore topic for Ivana, but I hadn’t planned on it being the sore topic for Ivana.

      It was like watching someone with borderline personality disorder switch from one personality to the next. Ivana wasn’t too far off from looking like an animal with their teeth bared at me.

      “Don’t even. Just because I like you doesn’t mean a thing. Especially since now you’ve ruined everything and I can’t just have you leave knowing everything you do,” she said, narrowing her eyes at me. “It’s a waste of talent, but I’ll make the sacrifice.”

      “Yes, I suppose you will. You seem pretty happy to forfeit anyone’s life,” I said, shrugging.

      Her feet crossed over and she was going left, then right, then left again, then back to center—all while holding up the metal pole ready to swing. Pacing, she’s pacing.

      “Maybe if people would stop giving me reason to, I’d be less likely. But Cecily and Jonathan made their beds. They postponed my wedding—which was going to be the event of the year, by the way, according The Washington Post. Then they wanted to put me on some stupid boat with them for over a week, even though I hadn’t had my honeymoon yet. What a joke. That’s why I want to wait until I have the pair of them before doing anything more… drastic.”

      That same twisted look from before was taking over Ivana. Think, think, think Birdie!

      “The cufflinks. They were Jonathan’s. Why did you have them?” I asked, still trying to figure how they played into her sick game. I understood how the rest happened, but I didn’t get the cufflinks.

      “Oh those! Those weren’t part of any of this, actually,” she said. “I just really liked them and thought that they’d fetch a pretty price at my friend’s jewelry shop.”

      Thief too, huh? Go figure.

      Ivana sighed and took a few steps forward again, causing me to nearly trample over the other two as I stood out of range for the pole. “Like I said. I’m sorry, Birdie. You’re a fun lady but you chose the wrong time to come on this ship. Soon you and your friend will be at the bottom of the ocean, remembered as those two women bravely seeking to find the missing Jonathan Lauder and Cecily Lauder. Really, it’s a pretty good way to die if you think about it.”

      Frannie pushed to try and move me out of her way, tense as all get out behind me. “You’re a monster! His parents care enough to pay for your whole wedding, and all of that extra stuff, too. And now you want to repay them by killing a bunch of people!?”

      “Shush, Francine,” I hissed, but she refused to hide anymore.

      “Monster?” Ivana breathed, taking too many steps closer for us too easily dodge her. “Oh, I can show you a real monster…”

      The pole came around slower than I thought it would, but I yanked Frannie backwards anyway, only for her to get her elbow smashed into by the swing. Her painful shriek woke something in me that I couldn’t explain. We were not going to sit here and be terrorized by some infant witch who deserved to ‘fry’ as my Grandmother always lovingly put it.

      Ivana held the pole back over her head once more, and stalked toward us breathing heavy, her eyes wide and manic again. There was no doubt she was out for blood and was willing to take whatever she could get.

      And around the corner the cavalry came—Geena, TJ, and Cinda all rushed in screaming, forcing Ivana’s attention on them instead. I yanked Frannie backward, wincing as she yelped.

      With the element of surprise gone, the girls had lost their advantage, especially against a big metal pipe and without any weapons to spare either.

      Cinda ran over to the three of us, shaking her head. “We only just heard you!” In other words… no one else was coming.

      The next swing came down hard—but TJ ducked to avoid it and with the heavy pole’s momentum still going downward, Ivana hit the floor, jarring herself just enough for TJ to make a dive and knock into her square in her middle. Both of them fell forward in shrieks.

      Geena slid over to me, smoothing hair out of Frannie’s sweaty face. Neither Frannie nor I had the chance to look at her arm, but Geena glanced around, looking for something…

      “Wait…” she said, watching out of the corner of her eye as Cinda went to join TJ in going after Ivana, who was still holding on to the pole with all her might.

      Cinda managed to kick at Ivana’s hands hard enough to knock it out of her grip and thudding onto the floor.

      Ivana screeched and struck out—her fist met TJ’s cheek with a dull thwack that made my skin crawl.

      Geena and I joined the fight, but while Ivana was busy lashing out like an rabid animal cornered, I grabbed Ivana’s arms to pin her down just in time for Geena to wrap her cloth-covered hand around Ivana’s biting mouth and cover her nose so she had no choice but to breathe it in.

      The sweet ether-like smell of chloroform was hard to miss but I did just as Geena did and held my breath, holding Ivana down tightly. She struggled, her eyes went wide, but no one said a thing and held steady.

      Her body slumped some, her eyelids grew heavier, with her focus slipping until she was asleep.

      I cried out as we all toppled to the floor, every one of us breathing heavily. Geena, with tears in her eyes, was checking Ivana’s pulse. Poor Frannie was still cradling her arm behind us. Jonathan was in and out by the looks of it. But Cinda and TJ were looking at me, TJ with her swollen eye and Cinda looking like she needed a hit or two off of someone’s inhaler.

      We threw our arms around each other despite everything, still breathing hard because we weren’t as young as we used to be and the idea of breaking a bone sounded way worse than it would’ve back when we were younger.

      But we were alive. And that was all that mattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            20

          

          

      

    

    







            A Trip To Remember

          

        

      

    

    
      The office floor was pure chaos.

      Staff members were running around, preparing for the final dock at Tampa Bay, while the Lyes were all speaking with the small team of police to discuss what to do with Ivana. She was currently sitting in the ship’s only holding cell, wherever that was.

      I was just thankful I’d never have to see her psychotic face again. ‘Ultra-fan’ or not.

      The five of us were sitting in an empty board room around a large oval table, waiting. After the police had taken our statements we were told to sit tight so that was exactly what we were we’re doing.

      TJ craned her neck to look past me. “Can anyone tell if they’re almost finished out there?”

      Geena shook her head. “No. It sounds like they’re talking about Maeve’s magic barrier. They’re considering lifting it once they’ve dropped anchor… but they’re not sure… oh. Okay. They’re discussing Maeve’s ability to shrink her barrier around anything, so I think they’re just shrinking the energy use spell on Ivana’s cell.”

      Cinda nodded. “Smart move.”

      “I’m sure everyone will be relieved to hear it,” I said, keeping the anxiousness down. The sooner my friends and I were healed up and out of here, the better.

      Out of the corner of my eye I caught a shadow in the doorway.

      “How’s that eye?” Jonathan said as he walked into the room, nodding toward the ugly shiner TJ was sporting.

      She shrugged. Of course she wouldn’t make it a big thing. “Nothing a good bag of frozen peas won’t fix.”

      Jonathan’s gaze traveled down to Frannie’s sling. “Is it broken?”

      She smiled, nodding. “It is but it could be worse. At least I’m here to tell the tale. And thank you for asking.”

      I stood up to give him a hug, just happy that he was alive. It was still surreal that my stubbornness was the reason him and Cecily weren’t thousands of feet below on the bottom of the ocean floor.

      “How’s your son doing? Any better?”

      Breaking the news to Devlin last night while Jonathan was in Sick Bay was no ride in the park. For starters, he chewed me out, claiming that I was lying and that I must have been a part of the whole thing from the beginning. Suddenly his profession as a defense attorney made a lot more sense.

      It took me, Marcus, and Maeve to all convince him that Ivana was the one who killed both Rebekah and Will, kidnapped his father and was attempting to kidnap his mother. Not to mention the whole scheme she had planned out to get permanently get rid of the Lauders, so they no longer interfered with her life.

      It wasn’t until Jonathan himself was up and able to tell him what happened, before he finally believed us. Did he accept the fact that his fiancée was a killer? That I wasn’t sure of.

      “Dev is… in need of time, I think. He’s been with Ivana for over two years and they made a lot of plans together. Now all of that is gone and he’s confused and angry,” Jonathan said, carefully sitting down in one of the chairs closest to me. “I know he’s grateful that you found me, though. And he wanted me to apologize for his behavior last night and to thank you. He’d do it himself but—”

      I waved him off. “No worries. All is forgiven and I understand. I’m grateful we were able to find you too.”

      “So what happens now? To Ivana? Do you know?” Cinda asked, pointing to the crowd outside the room.

      “They’re keeping her in custody until we’re able to speak with the Tampa Bay Police Department. Then from there, they’re talking FBI involvement. Apparently it has to do with something called the Cruise Vessel Security and Safety Act. Obviously there’s a lot involved in where to put her, so on and so forth. But my family and I will be heading back to D.C. Devlin has work and Cecily and I have prior engagements as well.”

      I didn’t want to be rude by not asking, even though I wasn’t a fan of hers, “And how is she?”

      “She has her moments. Her paranoia has flared since this whole thing began. It got drastically worse from what Devlin told me, when Ivana tried to attack her in our suite.”

      Which was the one thing that threw me off when I’d thought about it. How had Cecily dodged Ivana while she was sleeping? “About that… do you know how she managed to escape? Even Ivana admitted she didn’t know which I thought was odd.”

      Last night before we finally fell asleep we’d discussed it to great lengths. TJ had a theory that was more conspiracy than anything—where Cecily was the head of the whole supposed ‘operation’ to get rid of not the two of them but just Jonathan. She was narcissistic but I wasn’t sure she was that terrible. At least I didn’t hope so.

      “Oh. That,” he said, shaking his head. “She admitted that she might had embellished to Dev a little bit. And by a little bit I mean she dreamt the whole thing. She has some sleeping problems, namely sleep-walking, and that played into it. Honestly, she was just scared. And worried about me. When she came clean to us about it everything seemed to click into place.” His gaze swept from one to the other around the table until it landed back on me and he gave a feeble smile. “Family is everything. Sometimes you have to stick it out and hope things won’t get worse.”

      Which is preposterous advice. Had I ‘stuck it out’ with Grandmother and my aunties, who knows what kind of person I would be today?

      Someone outside the room called for him and he stood back up to leave. “If you’re ever in the neighborhood, come by and say hello. I’d be happy for your company any time,” he said to me with the hint of a sad smile.

      “Maybe I’ll see you around.” I gave him another quick hug. The chances of that were pretty slim and we both knew it, but I said it anyway.

      With his rather unpleasant taste in a life partner and the way things had gone down on the ship, I was happy to just stay friends from afar as bad as that sounded. There was too much about Cecily that rubbed me the wrong way, and I certainly didn’t want to upset their marriage. They did plenty enough of that on their own.

      “Thank you again for everything you ladies did for us. I’ll never forget it.”

      He walked out of the room and was escorted somewhere by one of the police officers, while Cecily dashed after him with her pashmina afghan trailing behind her.

      I’d learned over the years that you learn who to trust based on who you’ve always trusted. And for me, that was no one. It had taken me years to turn that around—to trust someone enough to love them—but it was always in the back of my mind, playing like my old gramophone.

      Magical families were so much more of a hassle than the non-magical ones. Putting people together who had power, even with the smallest ability, made it difficult to coexist at times. Plenty of old magical families had died off because of this very reason. Cooler heads did not tend to prevail when there was magic involved.

      Secretly, I envied the kind of built-in relationships my friends had with their families. And I was sure that I wasn’t the only witch or warlock who felt the same way. The families that really did stick together though, were the ones who gave me hope.
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        * * *

      

      Because Geena was being Geena, our entire suite was tidied up and (most) of our belongings were ready to be taken to the cruise terminal.

      We were figuring out which extra snacks to take with us for the ride home tomorrow, Frannie and Cinda arguing over how long yogurt would last in a car, when there was a knock at the door.

      “I’ll get it,” I volunteered, happy to feel the essence of my magic slowly start to seep back into my bones. Maeve must have let up the barrier then. I sighed and rubbed my hands together before opening the door.

      “Leaving us so soon?” Marcus said with a smile. Behind him were his parents. “May we come in?”

      I swept my arm out and moved for them to do so. “Of course. This is your place, after all.”

      Maeve walked in with her arms behind her back and her usual stiff upper lip about her. “Clean houseguests. Those are always welcomed back on my ship,” she said as she surveyed the area.

      Benito waved at Frannie and Cinda with a wink that sent both grinning from ear to ear.

      “How are you holding up?” I asked Marcus. The unspoken agreement was there between us to not bring up yesterday’s conversation in his office.

      There was a pause, and his throat bobbed as he swallowed. “I think I’ll be better once all the proper arrangements have been made. I’m meeting with Will’s uncle for the first time this evening and we’ll go from there.”

      “And I’ve just spoken with Rebekah Hayne’s sister. They’re holding her funeral tomorrow afternoon. We’ll be sending both family the funds for the services, naturally. None of this should have happened,” Maeve said, walking over to the dining room area.

      “Mi alma, you cannot hold yourself accountable for what some psicópata does,” Benito said, placing his hand on her waist. “It is a tragic thing, yes, but we will recover from this. And so will you,” he added, looking over at Marcus.

      “I just… I just wanted to come tell you thank you before you take off. You did what my staff couldn’t, and my family’s reputation has been saved because of it,” Maeve said, taking in a deep breath. “I cannot thank you enough, truly.”

      I knew how hard it must have been to break character for all of that, so I kept it cool and collected like I knew she wanted it. “Of course.”

      Marcus gave me a hug with well wishes and more thanks to go all around, this time with a tearful goodbye. And the Lyes left us to ourselves once more.

      I went to the balcony rail and leaned against it, taking it the gulf air and enjoying the sparkling water that I was sure I’d miss once we were back home. Cinda and TJ followed suit, both of them sliding their sunglasses simultaneously without even realizing it. They just had no idea how similar they were sometimes…

      “It sure is pretty, isn’t it?” Frannie sighed as she came over. “I’d never live here, but I bet it’s plenty of fun.”

      Geena was behind us and I just knew she was taking a photo of us. I threw my arm around Frannie, but then quickly removed it, remembering her elbow. “It is pretty, and probably fun, but I think we’ve all earned a vacation from our vacation.”

      She threw her head back and Cinda and TJ were chuckling at something one of them said. I smiled, overlooking the water. This had definitely gone down in the books as one of the most rememberable trips I’d ever taken.

      “Frannie? May I borrow your phone real quick?” I asked, pushing my sunglasses back down over my eyes.

      She clumsily fished it out of her pocket and handed it over with a confused smile until she realized what I was wanting to do.

      I slid the screen to open the camera and looked back at Geena. “Hey paparazzi lady. Come on over here, too. Everybody crowd together, I want to get a picture of all five of us together.”

      Geena came over with the camera hanging on her strap and I stood in the middle, ready to push the button. Cinda and TJ even turned around and thanks to Cinda and Frannie’s pleas, TJ wore her usual sarcastic smile. Cinda was laughing, Frannie was bright and excited even with her sling around her arm, Geena gave her knowing smile, and I put on my own best smile I always saved for the stage and lights.

      “Are you going to take the darn thing or what?” TJ said through her barely opened lips. “My face might freeze this way.”

      “Lucky you! Most women have to pay for those kind of upgrades,” Cinda announced, earning even more laughter from us. Even TJ looked as though she were finding it hard not to join in.

      I snapped a few pictures and sent them to my phone. Somewhere inside I was still marveling over how much technology had changed. In most ways it had been to bring us all together easier.

      I’d be thankful for anything that led me to buying the Hampton House and putting my roots down in Nella soil once again.

      I handed Frannie her phone back and placed my arms on Cinda’s free shoulder. “I have to admit. This has been one heck of a trip. But Frannie?”

      She smiled over at me. “Hm?”

      I leaned my head against hers. “No more cruises, okay?”
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      For all the good a luxury cruise did me, I didn’t feel ashamed at all that I was much happier back home in my own space again.

      “I’ll take this over nearly dying, any day,” I said to myself, leaning my head back against the rounded edge of my tub. “Right, buddy?”

      Grifter stirred under my hand as I held it over the side, happy to feel his more corporeal form at the moment. Sometimes it came and went, but when we were both still and relaxed it became much easier to pet my ghostly friend.

      The late morning sun spread across the bubbles piled high over me. With my face neatly out of the way, I appreciated the little rainbow-tinted spheres as they popped and disappeared.

      I was still trying to get used to seeing my en suite finished, and it was just in time too. With the spring on its way in, I needed to focus more on the landscaping, anyway.

      “I always told myself I would have a big ol’ clawfoot tub like the rich people did,” I said, glancing over at Grifter. His big gray eyes regarded me with their usual curiosity. He let out a great heave of a sigh.

      “And look at me now.” I had to chuckle… A year ago I could’ve easily afforded some fancy antique tub and would’ve even bought it without having to blink, if I was living in my own home. But now, having worked to put my house back together piece by piece, having it felt even that more special.

      It was a tough choice going back and forth between a more traditional look, Victorian era inspired, even, or the clean modern look that I had going in the rest of the house so far. In the end, I compromised. The simple lines and clean granite countertops and neutrals of the shower tiles and the flooring paired quite nicely with the antique design of the white porcelain and pewter ‘claw feet’ of my new tub. One side had a higher lip which gave a much comfier fit and made for more room for bubble baths.

      I smiled as I slipped in even lower.

      It felt like it’d been forever since I was alone, and I found it very interesting just how much I needed it after the cruise. I loved my friends, and I was so grateful for them and everything they did to take care of me and to save me, really.

      But a girl needs time to decompress. And I was planning a nice solid few days cooped up in my house with nothing but Grifter, several seasons of my favorite trashy reality shows, and plenty of wine.

      Ting-ting.

      I opened one eye slowly, waiting a tic before leaning over and fishing my cell phone from the vanity chair I’d placed my clean towel on. “Who could this be?”

      
        
        That eventful huh? You’ll have to fill me in when I make my trip over there!

      

      

      I grinned at Corinne’s text. She was planning on visiting for the first time since I last saw her in September, six months ago. I found myself missing her more and more. I’d taken advantage of her friendship, not realizing how important it was to me when I was there in Vegas with her, but now that I knew, I wasn’t about to just let it fade. An open invitation, I’d texted her earlier this morning. Come whenever you want! Then I followed it with a ‘just you wait until you hear what happened on the cruise.’

      I set the phone back down and reached over to the window ledge where I stuck my toiletries and grabbed the bottle of shampoo. I barely had it lathered into my hair when I felt a breeze roll over the top of the bubbles and the wet skin of my bare arms.

      I shuddered. “What in the world…?”

      The window to my left was opened just a crack, but considering it was just shut, it was enough to unsettle me for a moment.

      A thin red envelope slid under it before I had the chance to shut it and soared over me and the tub and right onto the floor next to Grifter. He promptly gave it a pointless sniff and whined.

      I, too, was not impressed. “What is this mess?”

      I reached back over and dried my hands off enough to slip my fingers under the edge of it and pick it up. My first name was written across the front of it in pretty calligraphy which I didn’t recognize. I frowned.

      “Something tells me I’m not going to like whatever’s in here,” I announced to Grifter. “Talk about being intrusive.”

      Sliding my nail underneath the flap, I opened the crimson envelope warily. Inside, was a piece of parchment paper written on in the same neat and orderly calligraphy that took me back to my own penmanship lessons as a child.

      “Who in the world uses parchment paper?” I mumbled to myself. Oh, but of course. An older than dirt witch. One that had the handy ability to resurrect any time she died.

      Marguerite. A witch I’d run into a few months back when I was digging up info on my ex-boyfriend, Lucifer. Oh yes, that Lucifer.

      She was staying out in the bayou, living her odd old soul, free-spirited ways in a trailer. And rumor had it, she may or may not have been shacking up with said ex-boyfriend.

      Not that I cared.

      As much as I didn’t want to read over it, I knew it was better to get it over with.

      

      Salutations Birdie,

      I’m writing to you as it is much easier to convey my words through writing than face to face. It is a feeling of mine that you may prefer it that way.

      The truth of the matter, as I don’t wish to beat around the bush with small talk, is that I’m getting riffs in the energetic field that we spoke of before. These are no longer pulses, but more like flickerings. I’ve felt the sting of my power come and go—only incrementally, but enough for me to become concerned.

      Have you noticed the same? Have you also had any issues with your magic not quite working right? Or when you call it forth? I am unsure of whether it affects our natural ability, though given mine, I shall hope there doesn’t come the moment when I find out.

      Please let me know your experience, if any. I’ll be awaiting your reply.

      

      Signed,

      Marguerite

      
        
        PS. Lucifer wishes to say hello.

      

      

      

      Despite the cool breeze from the window, my face felt hotter than Hades. That woman and Lucifer could both jump off a cliff for all I cared. And to have her infiltrate my moment of peace and quiet? Oh no. No, no, no.

      “Can’t a girl get some rest around here?” I shouted, not caring in the slightest that the window was still cracked, and my neighbors could possibly overhear me. Besides, I was best friends with most of those neighbors.

      Tossing the ridiculous and pretentious thing aside, I shook my head.

      “You know what, Grifter? I’m going to finish my bath in peace and quiet. Whatever that woman and Luke have going on… it’s none of my business. And the last thing I want to worry about right now is some new magically-infused drama.”

      I closed my eyes and took myself back to one of the better moments aboard the Magnolia. I pictured the Zen Room with its dim lights and soft music. In my head tuned in to the guided meditation the woman, Zuri, had taken us through.

      ‘You will count to twelve slowly, imagine a canvas on an easel in the woods. Paint each number on that canvas…yes, keep paying attention to your breath…’

      Her soft voice echoed in my mind and I slipped under the water, determined to soak my troubles away.

      For now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by J. L. Collins

          

        

      

    

    
      Spell Maven Mystery Series Order:

      Spell Maven from Spell Haven (Book 1)

      Snitch Witch (Book 2)

      Tragic Magick (Book 3)

      

      Witch Hazel Lane Mystery Series Order:

      Grits in the Graveyard (Book 1)

      Devil on My Doorstep (Book 2)

      Monsters Under the Magnolia (Book 3)

      Tea On The Tombstone (Book 4)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Magnolia’s Rum Runner

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rum Runner Cocktail

      

        

      
        Ingredients

      

        

      
        •	1 oz Spiced Rum

        •	1 oz White Rum

        •	1/2 oz Crème de Banana Liqueur

        •	1/2 oz Blackberry Liqueur (or Crème de Cassis)

        •	1 oz Orange Juice

        •	1 oz Pineapple Juice

        •	½ oz Lime Juice

        •	1/2 oz Grenadine

      

        

      
        Optional Garnish: Maraschino Cherries, Orange Slices, Lime Slices, Pineapple Wedges

      

        

      
        Instructions

      

        

      
        •	Add all ingredients to a cocktail shaker and fill the shaker with ice.

        •	Shake vigorously and strain into an ice-filled glass (usually a hurricane glass).

        •	Garnish as desired.

      

        

      
        Recipe from nospoonnecessary.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        J. L. (Jerri)  lives in the Lowcountry of South Carolina, with her family and feisty furbaby. She loves southern food, literally any dog, hiking, Carolina sunrises on the beach, shopping on King Street, and curling up with about twenty different books on the weekends. Her favorites are mysteries and fantasies where the characters make her laugh, cry, and feel #allthefeels. When she gets the rare chance, she also likes to go exploring and learning more about Charleston’s rich history.
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