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Cast of Characters

Mildred “Millie” Sanders-Armati. Millie, heartbroken after her husband left her for one of his clients, takes a position as assistant cruise director aboard the mega cruise ship Siren of the Seas. From day one, she discovers she has a knack for solving mysteries, which is a good thing since some sort of crime is always being committed on the high seas.

Recently remarried to the ship’s captain, Millie has embarked on a new adventure on board Siren of the Seas.

Annette Delacroix. Director of Food and Beverage on board Siren of the Seas, Annette has a secret past and is the perfect accomplice in Millie’s investigations. Annette is the “Jill of all Trades” and isn’t afraid to roll up her sleeves and help out a friend in need.

Catherine “Cat” Wellington. Cat is the most cautious of the group of friends and prefers to help Millie from the sidelines, but when push comes to shove, Millie can count on Cat to risk life and limb in the pursuit of justice.

Danielle Kneldon. Danielle first found her way on board Siren of the Seas, working undercover. After her assignment ended, she snagged a position on board the ship and joined Millie and the gang to round out their “Super Sleuths” to a team of four.


To the only wise God our Saviour, be glory and majesty, dominion and power, both now and ever. Amen. Jude 25 KJV.




Chapter 1

“What’s with the long face?” Nic teased. “My adventurous wife isn’t looking forward to exploring new places?”

“I am. Don’t get me wrong, but I also have to admit I’m a little disappointed.” Millie heaved a heavy sigh, leaning on the balcony and staring out at the small island they were fast approaching.

“Why?”

“Because I thought we were going to spend our summer in the exotic Southern Caribbean. I was looking forward to seeing The Pitons in St. Lucia. It’s on my bucket list.”

“I had no idea you kept a bucket list.” Her husband grinned.

“Everyone should have one. I’m still working on mine.”

“I have what might be considered good news.”

Millie brightened. “We aren’t repositioning to Alaska, after all?”

“What’s wrong with Alaska? I figured you would be excited to spend the summer there.”

“I am—sorta—except for wild animals, bears, moose, stuff like that. It might be too much wild nature. I also heard the mosquitoes are the size of honeybees.”

Nic gave his wife a hug. “You’ll love it. Think of it as your chance to explore the final frontier. Try not to be bummed out in Bimini. We’ve never been there before.”

“True.” Millie mulled over their present predicament. An emergency repair to replace a navigational piece of equipment needed for viewing glaciers was the reason behind them adding a stop to the first leg of their current itinerary before the long voyage to Vancouver, British Columbia, Siren of the Seas’ home port for the summer season.

From what Millie had gleaned so far, it looked like a beautiful place with snow-capped mountains, glaciers, vistas and scenery. In some ways, it reminded her of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. “What’s the good news?”

“Since we’ll be docked in Bimini for a couple of days, we’re taking part in a special team building exercise for the senior staff.” Nic explained it was something corporate had rolled out at the beginning of the year.

Millie’s eyes narrowed. “A team building exercise?”

“It will be fun. You’ll see.” Nic quickly changed the subject, which only increased her level of suspicion. Something about team building and senior staff in the same sentence threw up all sorts of red flags. Considering she was the new “woman” on the block, thanks to her recent promotion as cruise director, she was working hard to fit in.

A team building exercise wasn’t an activity she was excited about, namely because she wasn’t good at games or intense physical activities unless it involved spying, sleuthing or investigating. She briefly thought about begging to be excused, but the look on her husband’s face told her there was no chance of skipping out.

“When? Where?”

“The Champion Collaboration’s team will be waiting for us as soon as we dock.”

Millie followed her husband down the hall. “How long have you known about this?”

“Donovan gave me a heads up last week.”

“And you didn’t tell me?”

“I wanted it to be a surprise…a fun surprise. I’ll see you out on the dock at ten. Don’t forget the list I gave you.” Nic’s radio went off. “The harbor pilot is boarding. I need to be on the bridge to meet him.” He hurried out of their apartment.

Meanwhile, Millie scooped up their small pup and wandered out onto the balcony. Off in the distance, she glimpsed the island sporting sandy beaches and towering palms, surrounded by the most vibrant shade of turquoise water she’d ever laid eyes on.

“Look at the water, Scout. It looks as if someone poured food coloring into it.” She lingered long enough to watch the harbor pilot’s boat pull alongside the massive cruise ship before heading downstairs to her office to go over the last-minute changes to the Cruise Ship Chronicles, Siren of the Seas’ detailed list of onboard activities.

Two additional nights in port had thrown a “slight” wrench into her meticulously planned activity schedule, but not by much. Small and sparsely populated, Bimini boasted only one notable town, which meant evening action would take place on board the ship.

She popped her pup into a new “puppy pack,” a sling type contraption allowing her to keep Scout close at hand all the while speeding up their travel time, which was important considering Millie spent her working hours hoofing it stem to stern and top to bottom multiple times per day.

Her first stop was the radio room.

“Good morning, Millie.” The sound tech supervisor gave a friendly wave as she stepped inside the soundproof booth. “It’s a beautiful day to visit Bimini.”

“I hope so. Have you ever been here before?”

“No.” He pointed out the port and dock were only recently added, allowing mega ships to visit the once semi-remote island. “I have a friend who lives on a nearby island. According to him, there’s a sprawling resort offering a bunch of amenities, a decent size town, but not much more.”

“I’ve heard the same. Have you been outside to look at the water? It’s gorgeous, way prettier than the water around some of the other islands we visit.”

“Pristine. Still untouched by all the ships and passengers, at least for the time being.”

Millie thought about it. He was right. Bimini was an unspoiled beauty…one she was looking forward to exploring, even if it meant she would miss out on The Pitons. She slid onto an empty barstool and grabbed the headphones. “It’s time to announce our arrival to the passengers.” She cleared her throat, gave him the thumbs up to hit the “live” button, and began speaking.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. This is Millie, your cruise director. We’ll be docking shortly for our extended stay in Bimini. The excursion desk is open if you’re looking for ways to make the most of your day. For those of you staying on board, we have plenty of fun-filled activities planned.” She rattled off the highlights, wrapping it up with a reminder to keep track of the complimentary trolley’s schedule and plan accordingly.

She gave the cue to end her airtime and removed the headphones. “And that’s a wrap.”

“What about you, Millie?” the tech guy asked. “Have you made any special plans?”

“Nic, the captain, has arranged a team building event for senior staff.”

“It sounds exciting.”

“We’ll see.” Millie wished him a good day and consulted her watch. It was time for her to head home, drop Scout off, and assemble everything she would need for their outing. She found a note sitting on the kitchen counter and quickly scanned the list of items they would need:

-Water shoes

-Sunscreen

-Sunglasses

-Towels

-Underwater disposable camera

There were a few other miscellaneous items, but the one that hit Millie’s radar was the camera. Would they be snorkeling? Scuba diving? She immediately dismissed diving. It would take much longer than a one-day session and there wasn’t much team building involved. Diving was more of a solo sport.

Thinking she was onto something with the snorkeling, she added a shower cap, just in case, along with bottles of water, and headed down to the gangway.

Donovan, Andy, and Isla, the director of shore excursions, were already there, along with Suharto. The ship’s head of security, Dave Patterson, and Nic, along with two other senior staff members, rounded out the rest of the party.

“It looks like everyone is here.”

“Where are we going?” Millie shaded her eyes and surveyed their surroundings.

Nic pointed to a small boat docked directly across from where they stood, only steps away from the crewmember’s gangway. “Over there. Champion Collaboration offers door-to-dock service.”

The group crossed to the other side and were greeted by a man with blond hair, sporting a crewcut and dark sunglasses.

“Captain Armati and entourage?” he greeted them.

“Correct.” Nic introduced his staff.

“I’m Allen Samanski, your team leader for today’s event.” He clasped his hands. “I see each of you brought backpacks, hopefully filled with the items I suggested you bring. If you’ll follow me.”

While they walked, Allen pointed out some of Bimini’s highlights. “Our island is a world famous big game fishing destination. We’re also rumored to be the location of the Lost City of Atlantis.”

“Are we doing some underwater exploration?” Millie interrupted.

“Not…completely. We have other plans for today.” Their guide and leader shot Nic a quick glance, and Millie’s sharp eye didn’t miss the faint nod of her husband’s head.

“What sort of team building exercise are we doing?” Isla asked.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Donovan said.

Millie pointed to her former boss and friend, Andy Walker. “Do you have any idea what this super-secret excursion might be?”

Andy shrugged. “Not a clue.”

Polly, a dark-haired woman with brown eyes and a warm smile, greeted them. She helped them board and then stepped away, her back to them as she talked to someone on her cell phone. She caught up with them moments later. “We’ve been cleared for departure.”

The dockhands released the ropes and pushed them away from the dock. Soon, the ferryboat was skimming across the open waters. Siren of the Seas and the port grew smaller until finally disappearing from sight when they rounded a sandy beach jutting out into the water.

Millie sucked in a breath and tilted her head, embracing the bright morning sun as it warmed her face. Nic was right. It was going to be a beautiful day in Bimini with crystal clear waters, swaying palms for as far as the eye could see. A day off to spend with her husband and the other officers, co-workers she considered some of her closest friends.

Nic chatted with his staff near the front of the vessel. Millie’s heart skipped a beat when he caught her eye and winked. Although she missed her family and the recent holidays had been hard, Siren of the Seas was home, the place where she belonged…with Nic, Danielle, Cat, Annette, Andy, and the others.

The boat crested a wave and came back down, jostling the passengers before sweeping in a wide arc. They continued traveling for several long minutes.

An island nearly as wide as Bimini appeared. The vessel slowed, coasting toward the shoreline. Several men with neon orange ball caps stood waiting.

Millie studied the beach area, ruggedly beautiful and devoid of modern day trappings, and she couldn’t help but feel herself start to relax, to set aside her everyday stresses.

As soon as they were close enough, the men hauled a portable platform into the water and attached it to the back of the boat.

“Be careful exiting.” An employee helped Isla down the steps.

Millie started to follow when she heard a dull thud coming from the front of the boat. Curious to find out what was making the noise, she grasped the handrail and peered over the side.

Snort.

She stumbled back, staring at the blob of pink with pointed ears that was gazing right back up at her.


Chapter 2

Millie’s yelp of surprise brought one of the ferryboat’s crewmembers to her side.

“Are you all right?”

She jabbed her finger toward the water. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Tiny has come over to greet you,” he said, his heavy accent making it somewhat difficult for her to understand.

“Did you say Millie? A pig has my same name?”

“No. It is Tiny,” he corrected.

Millie’s eyes widened as she stared at the pig. A very plump pig to boot, whose snout was now pressed against the side of the boat.

“It ‘tis a joke.” The man laughed. “Tiny has a very healthy appetite. She is hoping you have something to feed her.”

“She looks a little hungry.”

“Tiny will eat lunch soon enough.” The man motioned toward the back of the boat and stairs. “You will have many moments to become acquainted with Tiny and the other pigs who call this island home.”

The others had already made it to shore by the time Millie caught up with them. They weren’t alone. Pigs in all shapes, sizes and colors mingled with the staff.

“Welcome to Bimini Back Bay, home to our beloved pet pigs. As I mentioned when I met you at the dock, I’m Allen Samanski, your host and coach.” He motioned to the two women standing next to him. “I would also like to introduce you to Polly and Jan, our event coordinators. If you need anything during your visit, please don’t hesitate to ask. We want to ensure your day is both productive and enjoyable.”

Allen absentmindedly patted Tiny’s head. “As you can see, our four-legged co-hosts are eager to become better acquainted.”

Millie’s palm started to sweat. Or maybe it was something else. Something wet and cold. She instinctively jerked her hand back and found a pink pig sporting black sunglasses standing next to her.

“I see you have met Coco.” An islander stood off to the side, smiling.

“Coco,” she repeated.

“Short for coconut. Coco is cuckoo for coconuts,” he quipped.

“Hello.” Millie hesitantly patted the pig’s head. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Tis good you become better acquainted. Once Coco finds a friend, he sticks by their side until they leave the island.” The man pointed to himself. “I am Jutel.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Jutel.” Millie noticed her colleagues dropping their bags on the nearby lounge chairs, gearing up for their swim with the swine. “I suppose I should join the others.”

She made a move to step away. Although large and bulky, Coco moved fast and stuck right by her side. “You weren’t kidding about Coco sticking by me.”

“He is your pet pig for the day.” Jutel motioned to her bag. “Would you like me to snap a picture?”

“Yes. Please.” Millie slid her cell phone from her backpack and entered her pass code. She handed the phone to him and tentatively knelt next to her new best bud.

“It is a good picture.” Jutel handed the phone back.

She thanked him and caught up with Nic, who was slipping on a pair of water shoes. “You made a friend,” he said.

“More than one.” Millie introduced him to Coco. “Never in a million years would I have guessed we would be swimming with pigs today.”

“Remember your bucket list?” Nic asked. “You can tick this one off.”

“No need. It was never on there.”

Coco trotted toward her and placed his chin on top of the chair, his beady brown eyes watching her every move. “He looks hungry. What if he’s trying to figure out how to eat me?”

Her husband laughed out loud. “I don’t think he’s hungry. I think he’s fallen in love.”

Millie’s eyes widened in horror. “Very funny.”

“He appears completely enamored.” Nic patted his head. “I know exactly how he feels.”

Allen caught up with them and handed the couple plastic cups with blunt wooden skewers poking out of the top. “It’s feeding time, guaranteed to help you make even more new friends.”

Millie peered at the cup’s contents. “What’s in here?”

“Apples and hotdogs, their favorites.”

Coco snorted loudly and rammed his snout against the cup.

“Something tells me if I don’t watch it, he’s going to gobble up all the goodies.”

“Shall we?” Nic gave his wife a hand up, holding tightly to it as they meandered toward the water. The other staff members were already wading in, surrounded by more pigs than Millie had ever seen in one place.

Coco stayed close to her, waiting for his first delicious treat. Using the dull end of the skewer, she pierced the side of the hotdog and held it out. The pig promptly gobbled the food and snorted. Millie gave him a few more pieces and felt something rubbery rubbing the back of her leg.

A black and white spotted pig trampled her foot, begging for food. “Here’s some for you too.” She skewered the last chunk of apple and tipped her cup upside down. “Sorry, guys. I don’t have any left.”

Allen, clipboard in hand, sauntered over. “We have enough time in our schedule to snorkel.”

“Now you’re talking. This is right up my alley.” Millie dropped her cup in the recycle bin. She grabbed a mask, snorkel and fins and followed her husband back into the water. 

Veering left, she adjusted the air tube and began floating face down. She paddled away from the others, to a secluded spot filled with bright blue parrotfish.

She circled back around and spotted her four-legged shadow only steps away. Millie felt a tap on her shoulder and popped out of the water. It was Nic. “Your friend is still with you.”

“Crazy, huh?” Millie laughed. “Coco my shadow.”

The couple explored several coves along with a manmade reef filled with even more fish, bright coral and other sea creatures Millie couldn’t identify.

Whoo-hoo-whoop. Allen blew his whistle, signaling for them to return to the beach area. “How was your swim with the pigs?”

Millie gave him a thumbs up.

“Perfect.” While Allen talked, he removed a tube of sunscreen from his pocket and slathered a generous amount on a pig’s back.

“The pigs wear sunscreen?” Isla asked.

“Their delicate skin burns easily. It’s a special sunscreen, safe for our Bahamian waters.” Allen placed the bottle back in his pocket. “Before I send you on your next adventure, let’s get a group shot of you and your official welcoming committee.”

The Siren of the Seas’ staff huddled together, posing near a cluster of palms with the clear turquoise ocean as their backdrop.

“I promised I would send Cat a picture.” Andy snapped a selfie.

“It will have to wait.” Their coach explained the remote location meant there was no cell service.

“As it should be,” Nic said. “Today’s outing is all about unplugging from the outside world.”

Polly meandered over, clipboard in hand. “Up next is our team building activity. The goal is to construct a shelter—the best one you possibly can, using whatever materials you’re able to find on the island.” 

“A shelter?” Isla grimaced. “This sounds like our own version of Survivor.”

“Except there won’t be a million bucks up for grabs,” Nic said.

Andy puffed out his chest. “I don’t mean to brag, but I was a Boy Scout.”

“Fifty years ago?” Donovan teased. 

While Polly and Jan passed out the hand tools, Allen explained the rules. Basically, there were only two. They had an hour to collect the materials, bring them back to the beach and construct a shelter. “For those of you with black handled tools, line up over here.”

He directed them into three groups, based on the colors of their tools. Millie, Patterson, and Andy were in one group. Donovan, Isla, and Suharto were in the second. Captain Armati and the rest rounded out the third.

“No fair.” Donovan protested. “Millie’s group has an unfair advantage.”

“Unfair advantage?” Millie arched a brow. “How do you figure?”

“You have a lot of practice slogging through jungles.”

“In other words, you’re an expert at hacking your way through stuff,” Nic teased. 

Millie placed both hands on her hips, mustering up her best annoyed expression.

“Take it as a compliment.” Andy playfully nudged her with his elbow.

“I say that everyone but Millie’s group gets a five-minute head start,” Isla joked.

There was a lighthearted debate about whether Millie had an unfair advantage until finally Allen told them to head out…all of them.

Patterson, machete in hand, took the lead, blazing a path through the center of the island.

“I don’t know the first thing about building a shelter,” Millie said. “Will it be judged on appearance? Durability? Speed in assembling?”

“Maybe all the above.” Andy tossed her an empty burlap bag. “Patterson and I will gather materials. You store them in the bag and then we’ll carry them back to camp.”

Snort. Snort. The bushes rustled and Coco appeared. He picked up the pace and made a beeline for Millie, running smack dab—snout to shin—into her, a chunk of palm frond clamped in his teeth.

“How cute. Coco brought us our first building material.” She pulled the frond from his mouth and awkwardly patted his head.

“The pig has taken a liking to you.” Andy grinned. “Perhaps you should sneak him back on board the ship.”

“And keep him where?”

“In your apartment. You have plenty of room for him on your newly expanded balcony.”

“Coco is perfectly happy living here. I’m sure he’ll find a new friend tomorrow.” Millie began gathering palm fronds while Patterson and Andy chopped down several stalks of bamboo. 

Whack. Whack. “This thing is like cutting through steel.” Patterson continued hacking away at the vine rope. 

“What are you doing?”

“We’ll need something to attach the bamboo poles and palm fronds.”

Millie swatted at a light tickling on the back of her neck. “Seriously, this jungle is probably full of creepy crawlies.” She rubbed the back of her arms, warily eyeing the palmettos. “Where is Andy?” 

She spun around and found her former boss holding a piece of bark, a mischievous grin on his face. “You should’ve seen the look on your face. I thought you were going to fly right out of your shoes.”

“Andy Walker.” Millie slugged him in the arm. “If I had been holding the machete, I might have accidentally chopped your head off.”

“New rule. No machete for Millie.” Patterson slid the bamboo inside the burlap bag. “We’re running out of time. Let’s head back to camp.”

Returning to their starting point, the trio found Donovan’s group—Isla and Suharto, already constructing their shelter.

Andy and Patterson began pounding the bamboo posts into the ground while Millie arranged the leaves and fronds nearby. She gathered an armful of sticks and crisscrossed them as soon as the poles were in place.

Nic and his team arrived moments later, toting large pieces of driftwood and bamboo.

The teams playfully bantered back and forth. Meanwhile, Allen updated them on the time they had left.

Millie, Patterson, and Andy finished in just under an hour and stood back to critique their handiwork. Although lopsided and tilting at an angle, the makeshift structure resembled shelter.

“I call this a win.” Millie lifted her hand and high-fived her teammates.

Donovan’s group, the first to start, had strategically chosen the flattest piece of real estate, enabling them to perfect their “masterpiece,” and easily winning the challenge.

A rousing round of applause ensued as the winning team collected their prize—a lei fashioned out of flowers and palm fronds.

The tantalizing aroma of grilling meat wafted in the air, and Millie’s stomach rumbled. “Something smells delicious.”

“It’s time for lunch,” Polly said.

Millie wrinkled her nose, noting a layer of grime covering her hands. “I need to wash up.”

“Me too,” Isla said.

“You’ll find everything you need right over there.” Jutel pointed toward a small clearing, steps away from where they stood.

Millie craned her neck, her heart plummeting when she glimpsed the structure he was pointing at. “Right there?”

“Correct.”

Isla made a choking sound. “You have got to be kidding.”


Chapter 3

“Is there a problem?” Allen placed both hands behind his back, a concerned expression etched on his face.

“Sort of.” Millie pinched the end of her nose, her stomach churning at the sight of the porta potty. “Is this…the only restroom? Because I’m not a fan of traveling toilets. I like mine stationary with running water and handles that flush.”

Nic patted his wife’s back. “Despite a reputation for being rough and tumble, my wife isn’t fond of roughing it.”

“An understatement,” Millie muttered under her breath. The scavenger hunt was fun. Swimming with pigs was an adventure. She could even handle the plump bundle of fur which had been following her around, but a bathroom without running water? It was time to draw the line. 

“I have to agree with Millie,” Isla said. “Porta potties might not matter to guys, but to us women, they’re kind of gross.”

“Especially if they’ve been in the same spot for a while. Humidity, odors, those sorts of thing.”

“There is a small unisex bathroom on the lower level of the ferryboat,” Andy said. “Although it’s a tight fit.”

“Suck it up,” Donovan joked. “You’ve been through worse.”

“I refilled the hand sanitizer this morning,” Jutel said. “You can rinse your hands off in the water and then douse them with sanitizer.”

“I’ll even let you borrow this.” Patterson pulled a crisp red bandanna from the pocket of his cargo shorts.

Millie curled her lip. “Borrow it for what?”

“To tie around your face.”

Nic burst out laughing. He clutched his gut and doubled over, his shoulders shaking.

“Very funny.” Millie frowned.

“I seriously gotta go.” Isla reached for the bandanna. Before she could grab it, Jan snatched it out of her hand. “Enough with torturing poor Millie and Isla. There’s a fully functioning restroom at the end of this path.”

Millie pressed a hand to her chest. “With running water?”

“Both hot and cold.” Polly wagged her finger at Donovan. “Donovan and some of the other men made use of it while you were swimming with the pigs.”

Millie pinched the purser’s arm. “And all the while, you were going to let Isla and me use the porta potty?”

“It wasn’t going to kill you,” he chuckled.

She shot him a dark look and slipped her arm through Isla’s. “Paybacks, Donovan.”

The women found the small concrete block restroom and took care of business, thoroughly washing their hands after they finished.

Isla tore off a paper towel and handed it to Millie. “What are your thoughts?”

“Thanks.” Millie wiped her hands and tossed the crumpled towel in the trash. “The island is beautiful. Building a shelter was fun. It’s good to be away.”

“It is.” Isla lowered her voice. “I’ve never seen the captain in anything other than his uniform or a tux and tails.”

“Meaning you’ve never noticed he has hairy legs and sexy ankles?”

“No. I mean, I wouldn’t be looking. He…he looks different and acts differently.”

Millie pondered Isla’s comment. Her husband was almost always all business…a man who took his job seriously. The safety and well-being of thousands of passengers and crewmembers 24/7 was an enormous responsibility.

An outing like this was also out of Nic’s comfort zone and showed a softer, more compassionate side. Unless, of course, it involved teasing his wife. “I’m glad you were able to see another side of him.”

“Me too.” Isla finished drying her hands. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

Polly slipped into the bathroom, smiling shyly at the women. “Your co-workers, they like to tease you.”

“Sometimes a lot, but it’s all in good fun.” Millie straightened her lanyard, watching as Polly placed a set of keys next to the sink and turned the faucet on. She glimpsed a photo of a small pup on her keyring. “The pup on your keyring reminds me of our dog, Scout.”

“That is Jet. He’s our snorkie.”

“A snorkie?”

“A miniature schnauzer and Yorkshire terrier mix,” Polly explained. “He’s too smart for his britches and a stinker to boot.”

“He’s cute.”

“Thank you.”

The women returned to find the tables filled with platters of grilled chicken and country-style pork ribs, baked beans, coleslaw, potato salad, and soft yeast rolls.

Having skipped breakfast, Millie filled her plate and found an empty seat across from Andy, with Isla on her right. “It’s a shame Cat isn’t here.”

“There’s always next time.” Andy waved his fork toward the pigs, who lingered nearby. “What do you think, Isla? Should we add swimming with the pigs to the list of excursions?”

“It’s different.” Isla tore off a chunk of her roll. “Yeah. Why not?”

“I propose a toast.” Millie and the others lifted their glasses. “Here’s to pigs, picnics and pristine restrooms.”

“Here, here.” The trio clinked glasses.

After finishing their meal, the group gathered on the beach where Nic made a small speech, thanking the officers and staff for joining him. “We have a busy season ahead of us as Siren of the Seas travels to Vancouver, British Columbia, our home port, and gateway to Alaska. The ship’s updates are running right on schedule, giving us until noon on Monday to wrap everything up and continue our voyage.”

There was some discussion about the upcoming summer season. Several more seasoned staff members, including Nic and Andy, had already visited Alaska during the summer, while several others, namely Millie and Isla, had not.

Nic consulted his watch. “We have an hour left to enjoy our time off—take a walk, go for a swim, grab a snack…”

“Check out the porta potty,” Donovan teased.

“The amenities,” Andy chuckled.

“Great.” Millie rolled her eyes. “You clowns almost had us.”

“Something tells me it’s going to be some time before we live this one down,” Isla predicted.

Nic gave Millie a quick kiss. “I think I might catch a few rays of this gorgeous sunshine before it’s time to leave.”

Millie went in search of her backpack at the place she last left it, on a lounge chair under one of the palm trees. She reached the spot and found it was empty. “That’s odd.”

“What’s odd?” Isla dragged an empty chair out into the sun and spread her beach towel over the top.

“My backpack is gone. I’m almost positive I left it right here.”

“I saw Jan moving them while we were eating.”

“Why?”

Isla shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“I’ll have to find out what she did with it.” It took a few minutes for Millie to track the woman down. She was helping Jutel deconstruct their shelters. “Have you seen my backpack?”

“Oh.” Jan’s hand flew to her lips. “I moved them. Coco likes to…look for treats and tends to make a mess, so I moved yours to higher ground.” The woman led her to a tall worktable where Millie’s bag, along with one other, were sitting. “Sorry about that.”

“No problem. I thought I was losing my mind.” Millie thanked her and caught up with Nic. She plopped down in an empty lounger next to him. It had been a good day, a fun day, and a welcome break from the hustle and bustle of life on board the ship.

She must have dozed off because when she opened her eyes, she found Nic standing over her. “Rise and shine, sleeping beauty. It’s time to head back to reality.”

“I must’ve zonked out.” Millie stifled a yawn and swung her feet over the side, promptly bumping into a plump ball of warm fur. It was Coco, sprawled out alongside her. She started to get up, and Nic stopped her. “I want to get one more picture of you and your new friend.”

She posed with the pig and then packed up their gear. Millie lingered long enough to snap a photo of the beach, now empty except for Jutel, Allen, Polly and Jan, who stood off to the side talking.

As soon as everyone was back on board the ferry, the staff pushed them away from shore, waving goodbye.

The ferryboat captain turned the radio on and an island melody started to play.

♪♪Come to the islands,

Stay for the day,

Take home your memories,

Of Bimini Back Bay. ♪♪

“What a catchy tune.” Millie gave the ferryboat captain, the author and singer a thumbs up. “Did you make the song up?”

“Yes, mum. There are more lyrics which are not appropriate for proper company.”

“Thank you for sharing the g-rated version.”

“You may notice the island to your right looks familiar.” Jutel pointed out a small, meandering island a short distance away. “The beach is the opening scene from a famous television show about a group who were shipwrecked on a deserted island.”

“Was it Gilligan’s Island?” Millie asked.

“Correct.” Allen explained that although the show’s opening shot was of Sandy Cay, the program was filmed elsewhere.

Millie snapped a quick pic and glimpsed Siren of the Seas’ smokestack off in the distance. The boat made a sudden turn, throwing her off balance.

Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed a smaller boat barreling right toward them.

She squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for the impact. Millie’s head snapped back. Her eyes flew open, and she realized they’d narrowly avoided a head-on collision.


Chapter 4

Cat hustled down the hall, moving at a quick clip, when she noticed Danielle Kneldon on the opposite side of the grand atrium, walking in the opposite direction. “Hey, Danielle!”

The ship’s assistant cruise director abruptly stopped. She caught Cat’s eye and gave a friendly wave. “Hey, Cat. How’s it going?”

“Okay. The gift shop is closed since we’re in port, so it’s been one of those days that’s just dragging by. I hate to bother you, but was wondering if you’ve heard from Millie or Andy.”

Danielle patted her pocket. “Not a peep. Millie promised to let me know what their super-secret team building activity was, but I haven’t heard from her. What about you?”

“Nothing on my end. It’s odd because Andy promised to send a text.” Cat’s brows furrowed. “He’s usually good about checking in.”

“I’m sure they’re fine.” Danielle waved dismissively. “They’re probably busy and haven’t had a chance.”

Although her explanation seemed perfectly plausible, Danielle also had an inkling of concern. As cruise director, Millie was a hands-on boss, ensuring she had a firm handle on every detail of the entertainment department’s schedule. In other words, she fully expected her to check in at least once. The fact she hadn’t gotten even a single text was slightly concerning.

“Have you tried calling or texting Andy?”

“No. I don’t want him to think I’m checking up on him.” As newlyweds, Cat and Andy were still trying to adjust to their new life as husband and wife. 

“Maybe Captain Armati confiscated everyone’s cell phones.”

“Good point,” Cat said. “I’m sure they’ll check in as soon as they can.”

The women parted ways with Cat heading up to the gift shop to busy herself by restocking the shelves. Married life had been an adjustment, but Andy was a doll. He doted on his new wife, treating her like his queen.

Despite vowing to never again marry, Cat was glad she’d taken the leap and wed her later-in-life love. True, there had been a few bumps along the way, mainly because Andy was also starting a new job after stepping away from his position as cruise director.

Her husband was struggling to slow down, to listen to his body after a recent health scare and not overdo it. Cat was right there by his side, encouraging him, gently cautioning him when she thought he was taking on too much.

Andy is fine. Nic, Millie, Donovan, and even Doctor Gundervan are all there if he needs medical help. 

Cat threw herself into her work, rearranging. Near noon her grumbling stomach reminded her that her bowl of cereal breakfast was long gone. She stacked the unpacked boxes off to the side and headed upstairs to the lido deck.

She was almost there when Nikki Tan, the crewmember in charge of guest services, radioed.

“Hey, Nikki.”

“Hello, Cat. I have a call for you.”

“For me?”

“It’s Millie. She said it’s urgent.”

Cat’s scalp tingled. “Millie is on the phone right now?”

“She’s asking to speak with you and she sounds kind of...”

“Kind of what?”

“Panicked.”

“I’m on my way.” Cat ran to the stairs and scrambled down, taking them two at a time. She reached deck five and raced down the corridor, all the while praying Nikki was overreacting and Millie was just distracted.

“Over here.” Nikki stood waiting for her and ushered her behind the desk to the phone near the back. “She’s on line one.”

“Thanks.” Her finger trembled as she pressed the button. “Cat Walker speaking.”

“Cat! It’s me, Millie. Listen, we need help.” Millie began rambling, half-sobbing and clearly upset. All Cat could make out was something about kidnapping, guns, and something else…something that sent a chill down her spine. “Millie, please. I can’t understand what you’re saying.”

There was a brief silence. Cat started to panic, afraid their call had somehow been disconnected. “Millie? Are you there?”

“I’m here,” she whispered. “We’re in trouble. Armed men captured our boat. They have Nic, Donovan, Andy, and Patterson tied up and are threatening to kill all of us unless they get money.”

“Money?”

“Money and gift cards.”

“I don’t…” Cat’s mind whirled. “Someone is holding you hostage?”

“I need a thousand dollars. Five hundred in cash and five hundred in Visa gift cards. There’s a small wooden shack to the left of East Wind Island Resort’s marina.” Millie’s voice grew muffled. “Put the money and gift cards in a red envelope, slide it under the door and whatever you do, don’t call the police.”

“The police.”

“These people are watching and said they’ll kill us.” Millie began sobbing again. “Please, Cat. I don’t want to die.”

“Andy. How is Andy?”

“He’s…he’s with the others. Tied up. You have to do this, Cat. Within the next hour. If not, we’re goners.”

“I…don’t know if I can get the money and cards that fast. Can you give me a little longer?”

Silence.

“Are you there? Millie?” Cat began to feel lightheaded. “Please, Millie.” The line was dead.

“What’s going on?”

The phone slipped from Cat’s hand and fell on the desk. “Millie and the others have been kidnapped. They need money and gift cards dropped off in the next hour or else…” Her lower lip trembled.

Nikki finished the sentence for her. “They’re going to hurt them.”

“Yes,” Cat whispered. “I need to move fast.” She turned to go, and Nikki stopped her. “We’ll get the gift cards and money in a few minutes. Are you sure you were talking to Millie?”

“Almost one hundred percent,” Cat said. “You heard her. It was Millie, right?”

“Try calling her back. Try Andy’s number.”

“Good idea.” Cat promptly dialed Millie’s cell phone number. The call went directly to voicemail. She tried Andy’s next. “They’re not answering.”

“I’ll see if I can get Donovan to answer.” Nikki called her boss’s cell phone and left a brief message. “Donovan, it’s Nikki. Millie phoned the ship and told us you were in trouble. Please call me back immediately.”

The women worked their way down the list, calling every officer and staff member attending the outing.

“What about the company hosting it?” Cat asked.

“I have the information here.” Nikki pulled up the website and promptly dialed Champion Collaboration’s main number. She briefly told the woman on the other end about Millie’s call and asked if there was any way to contact the group.

“I have the number for Allen and Polly, the team leaders. I will try reaching them, but the cell reception on the island is almost non-existent.” The woman explained they would have to send someone over to check on them.

“Please. You need to do it quickly.” Nikki stressed the urgency again and ended the call. “The woman said she would look into it and let me know.”

“When? An hour from now when it’s too late?” Cat pressed her hand to her forehead, her mind whirling. “Maybe we should have Sharky launch a lifeboat and start searching for them.”

“It’s a thought, although it sounds as if they’re no longer where they’re supposed to be,” Nikki pointed out. “It will be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

“We could do both. Get the money and gift cards. Meanwhile, we can have Sharky on standby, ready to roll.” A sudden thought occurred to Cat. “The woman from the Champion Collaboration told you the cell service was almost non-existent.”

Cat clutched her throat, visions of her husband, her friends, tied up with guns pointed at them, knowing at any time they might be murdered. “They could be anywhere. We need to hold an emergency meeting. I wish I could remember exactly what Millie said.”

“The call was recorded,” Nikki said. “We record them for liability purposes. If there’s an incident with a guest, issues needing follow up, stuff like that.”

“I’ll get Danielle, Annette and Sharky up here for a meeting.” Cat began making the calls, assembling anyone she thought might help, including Oscar, who was the security department’s second in command, to meet in Donovan’s office.

Meanwhile, Nikki called around, asking for money from Millie’s friends, from the entertainment staff, servers, bartenders, anyone she could think of. “I need to collect the cash.”

“You start collecting, and I’ll wait here for the others,” Cat said.

Nikki headed out, passing by Sharky who was the first to arrive. “What’s going on?”

“Millie and the other officers have been kidnapped,” Cat said. “Their captors want money to be delivered to a spot near some resort within the next forty-five minutes or else…”

He made a slicing motion across his neck. “They’re history.”

“How much money?” Annette stormed into the room, catching the tail end of the conversation.

“A thousand dollars. Half in Visa gift cards. Half in cash.”

“Gift cards? It sounds like a scam. Are you sure it was Millie?”

Oscar arrived, with Danielle close behind. 

“Thank you for getting here so quickly.” Cat briefly brought the others up to speed. “The bottom line is, we’re down to half an hour and Nikki is out collecting cash. There she is now.”

Nikki flew into the room. “I have the cash and picked up the Visa gift cards from the future cruise planning department. The cash is in hundred-dollar bills. I also have the red envelope Millie asked for.”

“Hold up.” Annette lifted her hand. “Before we make the drop, we need to verify it was Millie who placed the call. Have you tried contacting them?”

“All of them,” Cat said. “All the calls went directly to voicemail.”

“We also spoke to someone at Champion Collaboration, the company hosting the outing. The woman told us that they’re at a remote location. Cell phone service is non-existent,” Nikki said. “The woman promised to check into it right away, but by the time we hear back, it will be too late. Millie said we had one hour.”

“How can I help?” Sharky asked.

“We thought you could launch a lifeboat and be on standby in case we need to search the surrounding waters,” Nikki said.

“There are hundreds of small islands,” Annette said. “They could be anywhere.”

“We have recordings of all incoming and outgoing calls,” Oscar said. “I agree with Annette. Before we make another move, I want to listen to Millie’s call.”

Nikki grabbed Donovan’s office phone. She entered the access code and hit the speaker button.

The others grew silent, listening in horror to her frantic pleas for help. The call abruptly ended.

“We can’t call the police. They’re watching.”

Oscar excused himself, and Cat guessed his next step was to contact Majestic Cruise Lines’ headquarters to fill them in on what was happening.

He returned moments later, a solemn expression on his face. “I spoke with Ted Danvers’ assistant. He’s out of the country and unreachable until later today. The staff captain on the bridge said his recommendation is to pay the money, although the final decision is up to the security department. It looks like we’ll be deciding the next move on our own.”


Chapter 5

“I’ll make the drop,” Oscar offered.

Danielle started to pace. “I think it should be someone else, a woman.”

“Why?”

“Because we don’t want to scare the kidnappers off,” Annette answered. “You roll in there in uniform, holstered gun with an official badge to boot, and they might follow through with their threat.”

A lively debate about who should make the drop ensued. 

“I can handle these goons,” Sharky boasted.

“We need you here at the port in case we need a lifeboat for a water rescue,” Oscar said. “In fact, you should start working on the launch and plan to be on standby.”

“I’m on it.” Sharky hurried out, promising to radio when the boat was ready, which left Oscar, Danielle, Annette, Cat and Nikki.

“Nikki needs to stay by the phones in case Millie or someone else calls back.” Annette tapped Oscar’s arm. “What about attaching some sort of tracking device to the goods?”

“I already considered the idea, but a tracking device would be easy to spot. It’s too risky. Nikki stays here in case we get another call,” Oscar said. “This leaves Danielle, Cat, or you to handle the money and gift card drop.”

“I’ll do it,” Cat said. “In fact, I want to do it.”

Danielle tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Cat is the most unassuming.”

“Regardless…” Oscar said.

“Hear me out. I ran over to the local store first thing this morning before my shift started and got a lay of the land,” Danielle said. “I’m pretty sure I know exactly what building Millie was talking about. It’s close to the swanky resort and marina.”

“She called it a shack,” Nikki said.

“A shack on one side in what I would describe as a sketchy sort of area. Meanwhile, only steps away is the high-end resort,” she explained. “I’m guessing the building codes here in the Bahamas aren’t very strict.”

Oscar arched a brow. “A shack close to the marina so they can grab the cash and cards and make a quick getaway by boat.”

Annette glanced at the clock. “We’re getting down to the wire.”

The group worked out a few last-minute details and sprang into action. Nikki returned to the desk, promising to monitor all incoming calls.

Oscar ran down to his cabin to change into street clothes while Cat and Danielle headed to the crewmember’s gangway to wait for him.

He arrived within a few short minutes.

“We’re down to ten minutes,” Cat fretted. “What if we don’t make it in time?”

“I see a line of people at the end of the pier boarding the trolley.” Danielle picked up the pace. “If we hurry, we can hop on this one and be at the marina in minutes.”

“We must act as if we do not know one another,” Oscar said. “Millie said they will be watching.”

The trio split up. Cat took an empty seat in the first trolley car while Oscar and Danielle headed to the back.

Despite having to make a stop, the trolley arrived at the resort’s casino and marina in no time.

Cat’s heart pounded loudly in her chest as she climbed off. She tightened her grip on her purse, running her fingertips over the envelope containing the cash and cards. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Oscar and Danielle making a beeline for a double set of doors with an East Wind Island Resort Casino sign next to it.

Please God. Please keep Andy, Millie, Donovan, the captain, my friends, safe. Cat glanced at her watch. They had almost reached the one hour mark Millie had given them.

She cast a furtive glance over her shoulder, watching as the trolley pulled out of the parking lot and rumbled off down the road.

Sucking in a breath, she picked up the pace. The building, a dilapidated shack which leaned to the left and looked as if a good stiff wind could topple it, was straight ahead. The hair on the back of her neck prickled, and she sensed she was being watched.

Cat removed the red envelope from her purse and shoved it under the door. She hurriedly stood, half-expecting someone to jump her from behind.

Her legs felt like blocks of wood as she returned to the spot where the trolley had dropped her off. Cat had done her part, had done all she could to help Andy and her friends. Now, all she could do was wait and pray.

*****

“This way.” Oscar cut through the center of the casino, veering to the left toward the bright and airy restaurant overlooking the marina. 

Danielle’s sharp eyes scanned the room. Was someone nearby a part of the group who had taken Millie, Andy, and the other officers?

She gritted her teeth, forcing the horrifying thought of them being harmed from her mind. Millie was tough. So was Patterson, the captain, Andy, Donovan. They were a strong bunch. Survivors.

A thousand dollars seemed like a paltry amount to go to all the trouble of kidnapping key officers from a major cruise line. Maybe ten grand, but a thousand? 

Millie had clearly stated one thousand dollars in cash and cards. The move was calculated, planned out and, so far, flawlessly executed.

“We will have a seat by the window to monitor the shack.” Oscar casually pulled out a chair giving him an unobstructed view of the marina and the shack.

Danielle took the seat next to him, her breath catching in her throat as she watched Cat make her way across the parking lot. She bent down and slid the red envelope under the door before backtracking toward the building.

“Good afternoon.” A server appeared, menus and tall glasses of ice water in hand. She rattled off the lunch specials.

“We…uh…we’ll have Cokes and some chips and salsa,” Danielle said.

The woman peered down at them. “You are not ordering lunch?”

“No. We’re from the ship and already ate,” she replied. “We’re only looking for a light snack.”

The woman mumbled under her breath, snatched the menus from the table, and stormed off.

“She was pleasant,” Oscar joked.

“I suppose if you live on tips, customers ordering Cokes and chips and salsa won’t pay the bills.” Danielle stuck her hand in her pocket and pulled out a twenty and some smaller change. “I’ll expense the food.”

“Expense the food?” Despite the seriousness of the situation, Oscar smiled. “We should have ordered a full meal.”

“Be my guest.”

“I was joking.” Oscar placed a light hand on the back of his neck. “There’s something about Millie’s call. Something isn’t adding up.”

“It sounded just like her.”

“It did.” Oscar shifted his gaze. “Cat is waiting for the trolley to return.”

“I’ll send her a text.” Danielle tapped out a text and received a prompt reply. Mission accomplished. 

Oscar and I are inside monitoring the situation. Head back to the ship and we’ll be along as soon as we find out what happens to the envelope.

Cat sent an “okay” emoji. 

Danielle set the phone on the table and reached for her water. “What if no one shows? We can’t wait here all day.”

“They’ll show.” Oscar abruptly stood. “I see movement.”

Danielle craned her neck, closely watching as a person clad in a black hooded jacket moving at a fast clip approached the shack. They eased the door open, bent down, and grabbed something. After shoving it into their pocket, they jogged toward the marina.

Oscar removed his cell phone from his pocket and began snapping pictures.

“They’re making a move.” Danielle studied the person’s clothing: sunglasses, blue jeans and sneakers. They climbed into a small boat and disappeared below deck.

“Are they leaving by boat?” She whispered under her breath.

“I don’t know.” Oscar shoved his chair away. “If they were going to take off, they would have done so by now.”

A flash of black caught Danielle’s eye. It was a man, in his late twenties or early thirties if she had to guess, hunched down, his face toward the ground. He was wearing a black ball cap and carrying a backpack. “I wonder if this is our person. It’s hard to get a good look at him.”

“He’s hiding his face.”

Hopscotching from boat to boat, the man moved at a quick clip until disappearing from sight.

“Let’s go.”

Danielle dropped some cash, enough to cover their snack and tip on the table, and ran after Oscar, who was already only steps from the double doors.

The couple raced around the front of the building and found a parking lot filled with golf carts—but no sign of the man with the backpack.

Danielle’s heart plummeted. “He got away.”


Chapter 6

Millie linked arms with Nic as they strolled along the dock toward the Siren of the Seas. “I feel like we did our good deed for the day. I still don’t understand how the guys in the fishing boat could run out of gas in the middle of nowhere.”

“Perhaps they were panhandlers. Panhandlers on the water,” he said. “Although they seemed a little down on their luck. If nothing else, the cash we gave them will buy them another tank of gas and another day out on the water.”

“Nearly crashing into us seems a little extreme, although it all worked out in the end.” Millie consulted her watch. “At least we’re only running a few minutes past our scheduled return time.”

Nic slowed and pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “We have signal again. It looks like I have several messages. We’re almost there. I’ll handle whatever came up when we reach the ship.”

Millie checked her phone. “Ditto here.” She noticed a message from Cat and tapped the screen, her brows furrowing. “Uh-oh. I hope everything is all right. Cat asked me to call her right away.”

Up ahead, she could see a flurry of movement. A group of crewmembers crowded around Donovan, Andy, Dave Patterson, and Suharto.

“Something must have happened.” Nic grabbed Millie’s arm and propelled her toward the gangway, where Oscar, Danielle, Annette, and a sobbing Cat had gathered.

“What is going on?” Nic asked.

Cat clung to Andy. “We thought you were dead.”

Everyone began talking at once.

Annette whistled loudly. It grew quiet. “Cat got a call from Millie around eleven this morning. You told her you and the others had been kidnapped.”

“Kidnapped?” Millie made a choking sound. “I never called. In fact, there was no cell reception on the island.”

“We all listened to the call,” Nikki Tan said. “I swear, it was you.”

“How does…how could this happen?” Millie pressed a hand to her chest.

“It was a cleverly planned scam,” Patterson said grimly. “Start from the beginning. Tell us everything that happened.”

Taking turns, Cat, Nikki, Danielle, Annette and Oscar told them about Millie’s frantic call, the money drop, Danielle and Oscar surveilling the thief, and how he managed to get away. “More than likely he left in a golf cart.”

“How much money are we talking about?” Donovan asked.

“A thousand dollars in Visa gift cards and cash,” Nikki said. “We took up a collection.”

“Visa gift cards, the ones we have on board the ship,” the ship’s purser repeated. “Interesting.”

Nic gazed over his wife’s head toward the bay. “Why is one of our lifeboats bobbing around in the water?”

“Sharky.” Oscar fumbled for his radio. “He’s been on standby, waiting to see if we had a lead so he could try to find you.”

Nic’s jaw tightened, his eyes flashing with anger. “Not only did they take hard earned money from the staff, but they also have our ship in an uproar.”

“At least you’re safe.” Danielle impulsively hugged Millie. “Yes, the scumbags got away with a couple bucks and scared us half to death, but you’re all okay.”

“Danielle is right,” Doctor Gundervan said. “Although I would like to listen to the recording.”

“Me too.” A slow burn started at the top of Millie’s head and trailed all the way to the tips of her toes. Someone on the island knew the ship’s officers were “out of pocket,” unable to be contacted and took advantage of it, of them. “I want to find out who it is.”

“We’ll be chasing our tails,” Patterson said. “They’re probably long gone.”

“I agree with Patterson,” Nic said. “I recognize the look in your eye, Millie, and I don’t blame you. It makes me furious to think this happened, but we only have a small window of time here in Bimini. Don’t waste it on a futile effort. All the staff and crewmembers who so generously gave their money to help save us will be reimbursed.” He asked Danielle and Nikki to give him a list of the employees and amounts they contributed.

Patterson’s radio went off. “I need to let Sharky know we’re safe.”

The group returned to the ship…everyone except for Millie. Danielle and Annette started to follow the others until realizing their friend was still standing on the dock.

“Are you all right, Millie?”

“I’m so mad I could spit bullets. Someone ripped you guys off and used my voice to do it.”

“It sounded exactly like you,” Annette said. “At first, I was like, no way. Until I heard the recording myself.”

“I want to hear the call.”

“Nikki can access it.”

The group boarded the ship and went straight to guest services, where they found Nikki was back at her post, helping a passenger.

They hovered off to the side until she was free. “Let me guess…Millie wants to hear the recording.”

“Please.” Millie and the others stepped behind the desk and over to the main line for incoming and outgoing calls.

Nikki tracked down the recording and handed the phone to her.

Within seconds, Millie’s voice echoed through the line, begging, pleading for money. A sinking feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. It was her voice—except it wasn’t.

Danielle waited until the call ended. “See what we mean?”

“That was my voice. How could this be?”

“I think I know,” Annette said. “It was AI, also known as artificial intelligence. Someone got ahold of a clip of your voice and used it to create the audio.”

Millie’s mind whirled. “Someone basically stole my voice?”

Nikki snapped her fingers. “They could have gotten it from your morning announcement.”

“She’s right,” Danielle said. “We were already docked by the time you did your morning greeting over the PA system. All someone had to do was stand on the dock, record a clip and Voila! They captured your voice.”

“I’ve been reading up on this.” Annette went into a long spiel about how AI tools were now sophisticated enough to recreate the nuances of a person’s voice. “From a small sampling, only a handful of words, they can create entire sentences mimicking the structure, tone, even the inflection of a person’s voice.”

“I know everyone will get their money back, but this does not sit right with me.” Millie sucked in a breath. “Not one bit. I want to find out who is behind this, and I know exactly where to start.”

“With Champion Collaboration, the team building group.” 

Millie lifted a finger. “Think about it. They knew where we were going, who was going, how long we would be gone and the fact there was no cell service on the island.”

“How are you going to prove it?” Nikki asked. “Or figure out who was behind it?”

“By working my way backward.”

Danielle tapped her arm. “With all the commotion, we haven’t had a chance to ask how the team building outing went.”

“Champion Collaboration did an outstanding job. We swam with the pigs.”

Nikki burst out laughing. “Swam with pigs?”

“I made a new friend. His name is Coco.” Millie showed them a picture, the shelter they constructed, their feast of food. “It was wonderful to disconnect, at least it was wonderful at the time. Looking back, I’m not so sure.”

“Millie!” Felix’s high-pitched scream echoed across the atrium. He let out a loud squeal and ran toward them, nearly knocking her over. “Thank God you’re all right. I found out you had been kidnapped and have been freaking out for hours now.”

Felix held out a trembling hand. “I haven’t been able to stop shaking. I finally had to have the ship’s nurse give me something to calm my nerves.”

“We’re fine.” Millie gave him a gentle hug. “The person who called was someone pretending to be me. The captain will make sure you get your money back, will make sure everyone who donated money is reimbursed.”

“The money doesn’t matter. Finding out you’re alive and safe is all that counts.” Felix’s voice cracked. “You don’t know how horrible the last few hours have been.”

“I’m sorry…sorry everyone was tricked.” 

Felix sucked in a breath and closed his eyes. “Calm down, self. Millie is all right.”

She turned to Nikki. “Can you please forward a copy of the call to me?”

“Of course.” Nikki lifted the receiver and tapped the keypad. “Done.”

“Thank you.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll hang out with you for a few minutes.” Felix slipped his arm through Millie’s. “I can help you host the past guest party. Passengers were already lining up when I left there.”

“I need to change first.” Millie tugged on the corner of her shirt. “You greet the guests and I’ll catch up with you in a few.”

“You got it.”

Millie slipped into her office, swapped out her casual clothes for her work uniform and was back in cruise-director mode in five minutes flat. 

She mixed and mingled, greeting many familiar faces. Through the crowd, Millie caught the eye of a passenger she knew very well. It was Aliviah Martin, a woman she’d privately nicknamed the “Queen Bee of the High Seas.”

One of the kindest and most unassuming people Millie had ever met, she’d discovered the woman was the matriarch of “the” Martin family, the founders of a candy and soft drink conglomerate. 

“Millie Armati.” Aliviah took her hand. “Congratulations are in order for your recent promotion to cruise director of Siren of the Seas. You’re breaking glass ceilings for women all over the world.”

“I could say the same about you, the breaking-glass-ceilings part.” Millie gave her a warm hug. “Welcome back on board.”

“Thank you.” Aliviah lowered her voice. “I have a confession.”

“A confession?”

“I recently tried another cruise line.”

Millie mustered up a solemn expression. “Not another ship, but another cruise line?”

“It wasn’t my idea. It was my grandson’s. He wanted to try one of those party ships geared toward young people.” Aliviah waved dismissively. “I was ready to get off after the first night. The shenanigans that went on after the sun went down were shocking.”

Millie hesitated, almost afraid to ask what sort of “shenanigans” Aliviah was referring to. Curiosity won out. “Parties?”

“Wild parties, sci-fi fantasy.” Aliviah shuddered. “Some of those costumes gave me nightmares. All I could think about was getting back on board Siren of the Seas, my favorite ship in the world.”

“I’m glad you’re here.” Millie mentioned their upcoming repositioning to Alaska.

“And I shall catch up with you to cruise the wilds of Alaska. I’m not sure which voyage I will take. They are all so wonderful.”

The women chatted until it was time for Millie to take the stage, thanking the past guests and introducing the ship’s officers.

She stood off to the side, proudly watching as Nic addressed the group. What if they actually had been kidnapped? Millie could only imagine what had gone through the minds of the others.

While she waited, she mentally ticked off her evening schedule, figuring her break would begin around nine. Millie had plans. Plans to start digging around. Whoever had cloned her voice and taken advantage of her friends had picked the wrong person.


Chapter 7

The minute Millie’s break arrived, she made a beeline for Ocean Treasures, the ship’s main gift shop, and found Cat and Annette standing near the front window display case.

“You must have read my mind. I was getting ready to call you.” Cat dangled a bracelet from her fingertips. “Check out the new bracelets we just got in.”

“It’s kind of…” Millie wrinkled her nose.

“Plain Jane,” Annette said. “It’s a little underwhelming.”

“This little gem is pure genius. You’ll see why in a minute.” Cat began humming under her breath as she placed the bracelet with the silver circle on the counter. “I was thinking I need to get the word out to passengers and you could help me.”

Millie watched her open the top of the silver circle, roughly the size of the face of a watch, and carefully placed several small charms inside—a ship, an anchor, a Siren of the Seas’ logo, a seahorse and a turquoise gemstone. She snapped the cover back in place and held it up. “Now, what do you think?”

“Very clever.” Millie admired the charms. “I bet these will sell like hotcakes.”

“They’re not for sale. I borrowed this idea from one of those diamond jewelry stores you can find in almost every major cruise port.” Cat explained a bracelet had been placed inside the passengers’ cabins with a note, telling them where and when they could collect the free charms.

“Ah.” Annette arched a brow. “It’s a marketing gimmick. You give them a free bracelet and then lure them into the shops to collect the charms on different days.”

Cat picked up. “They get their free charm and shop while they’re here. I figured since Millie mixes and mingles with passengers, she can remind the women about the bracelet and collecting the charms.”

“I’ll be happy to help. I could even add a blurb to the daily event schedule.” Millie slipped it on her wrist and held it up. “How does it look?”

“Awesome. I hope it works like gangbusters. Sales have been a little lackluster these past few months. I’m hoping this little gem will bring in new business.”

“How’s it going on your end?” Annette tapped Millie’s arm. “Have you recovered from your swim with the pigs and near kidnapping?”

“I’m madder than a wet hornet. I want to listen to the recording again to try to glean some clues.” Millie pulled her cell phone from her pocket and tapped the screen. She clicked on the message Nikki had sent her and pressed the speaker button.

Millie gritted her teeth as she frantically pleaded for help before the call abruptly ended. “I’m still shocked at how much this sounds like me.”

“They had us fooled,” Cat said. “Believe me, we called all of you to find out what was going on.”

Millie started to pace. “Someone who knew we were out of pocket with no cell service has to be behind this.”

“Someone from Champion Collaboration,” Annette said. “They knew when you were leaving, who was in the group, how long you would be gone and that there was no outside communication.”

While Annette and Millie talked, Cat grew quiet and stared at her phone.

Millie nudged her. “Did you remember something?”

“No. I was thinking. If you listen closely, you can hear noises in the background.”

“What kinds of noises?”

“I don’t know.” Cat slid the recording bar back to the beginning and hit the play button.

“You’re right. Good ear. I heard it too,” Millie said. “It sounded like roosters crowing. Cock-a-doodle-doo.”

“Do you remember seeing roosters?” Annette asked.

Millie thought about it. “No. There were a few wild peacocks, along with the pigs. We spent part of our afternoon searching for stuff to build a shelter. I’m almost positive I never saw or heard a rooster.”

“Which makes sense. If you didn’t have cell service on the island, neither would a potential scammer,” Cat said. “Our biggest hurdle is time. We only have until tomorrow to figure it out.”

“We also have tomorrow. Think about it…if they did this to us, what’s stopping them from doing it to others? Bimini is a small island. I say we have a 50 / 50 chance of nailing these guys.” Millie grabbed a scratchpad and pen off the counter and began writing:

Bamboozled in Bimini:

-          Someone familiar with AI and computers.

-          Someone who knew about the team building exercise and lack of cell service.

-          Had access to the list of senior officers attending.

-          Was not on Bimini Back Bay when the call was placed = accomplice(s).

-          Roosters in background.
 

Millie studied the list of clues. “The first step is to look around the spot where the money and gift cards were dropped.”

“Danielle and Oscar were with me, watching from inside the marina’s restaurant,” Cat said. “I’m pretty sure they took pictures while it went down.”

“Danielle asked me to swing by the crewmember’s lounge after my shift ends. She has some sort of surprise. I’ll ask her about it when I see her.”

“Do you remember seeing anyone or noticing anything which might have been a clue?” Annette asked.

“No.” Cat shook her head. “Millie, you would have been proud of me. I was paying attention to my surroundings, but I never saw anyone.”

“Which means someone must have been close by watching,” Millie said. “As soon as you left, they grabbed the goods and…”

“Went straight to the marina. They boarded a boat and disappeared,” Cat said. “At least that’s what Danielle and Oscar recall seeing.”

“Except for the man they noticed hopping from boat to boat,” Annette reminded them.

Millie scribbled a few more notes, tore the sheet off, and folded it in thirds. “I’ll work on rearranging my shift for tomorrow.”

“As soon as the breakfast rush ends, I can have Amit take over for me and tag along,” Annette said.

Cat wrinkled her nose. “I’m out. Captain Armati and Donovan gave me special permission to open the shop while we’re in port. The first charm will be available first thing tomorrow morning.”

“No problem. I was thinking about bringing Danielle along. She was there when it all went down.” With a plan in place for Annette to meet Millie on the dock at nine, she slipped out of the gift shop and got back to work, hosting the evening’s headliner show, the comedian, followed by Cruise or Cash, a popular bingo session followed by a round of karaoke.

She stashed the songbooks and equipment in the cabinet and finished locking the door when her radio went off. “Millie, do you copy?”

“I’m here, Danielle.”

“Are you coming down to the crewmember’s lounge?”

“I’m on my way. What do you think about heading over to the resort with me in the morning so I can take a look around the marina and the drop spot?”

“I’m in.” Danielle sounded distracted, and Millie could hear loud voices in the background. “Are you having a party?”

“I suppose you could call it a party. You need to come down here and see for yourself.”

“I’ll be there in less than five.” Millie pulled up her scheduler app, removed her name from a handful of the following day’s events, and then did the same for Danielle’s schedule, estimating they would need at least a couple of hours to scour the area and search for clues.

She finished making the changes and hit the save button. 

Taking the back staircase, she trekked all the way down until reaching “I-95,” the main crewmember’s corridor, which ran the entire length of the ship. Millie glanced inside the dining room on her way past, surprised to find it was empty.

As she drew closer to the lounge, the thump, thump of bass, low at first, grew louder. Millie slipped inside and found it jampacked with crewmembers, all facing the small stage in the corner.

Danielle was off to the side clapping her hands and shimmying in a slow circle while others around her grooved to a silent beat.

Millie eased along the edge of the crowd. A whirlwind of rhinestones and a flash of bright white caught her eye. “What in the world?”


Chapter 8

Millie inched closer to the stage, watching as a modified version of Saturday Night Fever’s Tony Manero aka Sharky strutted his stuff, hands flying up in the air, dancing without a care.

Crewmembers crowded the edge of the stage, singing along. Sharky’s legs swung in and out. He danced on the tips of his toes, his fingers snapping to the beat.

The song ended and the star of the stage took a bow, blowing kisses to the audience.

“Thank you, Saturday Night Sharky,” Danielle said. “And now, let’s get back to the dance tunes. Turn the volume up and groove to the sounds.”

Millie waited for Sharky to hurry off the stage and gave him a standing ovation. “Well done. I had no idea you could move like a disco king.”

“Eh.” Sharky ran a light hand over his slick pompadour, puffing out his chest. “It takes a lot of practice, Millster. A ton of practice to keep this buff body in shape.”

Millie chuckled. “Maybe you should consider hosting a Siren of the Seas’ talent show for crewmembers.”

His eyes lit. “You might have come up with a brilliant idea. I’ll have to chew on it for a while.”

Danielle caught up with them, her cheeks flushed and eyes shining. “Well? What do you think?”

“The headphones I ordered for the silent disco finally came in.”

“And I decided the best way to test them out was to host a silent disco party for the crewmembers,” Danielle said. “I hope you don’t mind.” 

“Not at all. It was a great idea.” Millie had recently gotten feedback from younger passengers who were eager for Siren of the Seas to add more late night activities. 

During a meeting with her staff, a newer crewmember, one who had taken a position with their ship after working on another cruise line, suggested the dance party. 

She promptly began researching. Millie wholeheartedly agreed a silent disco would be a perfect fit to add to their lineup, and ordered the headphones.

Actually, she had tried to order the headphones until Andy, who was officially in charge of funding the ship’s fun activities, threatened to put the kibosh on it. Not because he didn’t approve, but because of the cost. To be blunt, the headphones weren’t cheap.

With some back and forth, the two had come to an agreement. Andy would approve the purchase if Millie promised to have the staff keep a close eye on them. In other words, he didn’t want the goods to grow legs and sneak off.

“Everyone is having a ball. I’m sure our passengers are going to love this.”

Danielle craned her neck, peering over Millie’s shoulder. “Felix is helping me host. Check it out.”

“Coming to you live from Siren of the Seas’ smoking hot employee lounge, I’m Felix LaGrece, your co-host of Siren’s Silent Disco. For those of you who just joined us, grab a set of headphones and get ready to dance the night away!”

He cranked up the tunes. “We’re going to hip and hop and swing and sway. Don’t be shy. Pop those headphones on and get to grooving.” Felix finished his spiel and hopped off the stage, grabbing a pair on his way past.

“Millie my dear.” Felix air kissed both of her cheeks. “You made it in time to get down and boogie with the best of us.”

“I’m not sure.” Millie began shaking her head.

Danielle slipped hers from around her neck. “You can be Millie’s dance partner while I spin the tunes. We’re almost out of headphones.”

“Let someone else have them.”

“Are you kidding? This was your idea. You need to at least try it once.” Felix propelled his boss onto the dance floor.

Despite the tight quarters, Millie and Felix carved out a small spot in the corner. The disco ball twirled and, with headphones firmly in place, she threw her hands in the air and danced her heart out.

Felix was right there by her side, performing his own version of Cotton Eye Joe. At least Millie thought it was the song he was grooving to. Actually, it could have been the Macarena. Either way, he was having a ball and so was she.

The song ended. She switched the channel to another, this time choosing one with a faster tempo. All around her were the smiling faces of hard working crewmembers mixed alongside middle management staff who were closer to her age.

Meanwhile, Danielle was rocking it out, DJ-ing and inviting those who didn’t have headphones to dance along.

All too soon, the fun ended. Millie circled the table and helped the hosts collect each headphone, carefully sanitizing them before placing them back inside the bin.

She looked up to find Aliviah Martin, the ship’s platinum passenger, hovering nearby. “Aliviah. I didn’t know you were down here.”

“I hope you don’t think I’m a party crasher.” Aliviah patted Felix’s arm. “Felix mentioned the silent disco to me earlier this evening, how the crewmembers planned to test it out tonight. I invited myself and he agreed to sneak me in.”

“I’m almost positive this is against ship policy, specifically listed under the fraternizing section.” Millie held a finger to her lips. “I’ll pretend I never saw you. What did you think? Will the other passengers enjoy this?”

“It’s a ten out of ten,” she said. “I’ve never done a silent disco. It was a blast.”

“Me either,” Millie said. “It’s something new we decided to try. I’m glad we did.”

“For a minute, I felt like a teenager again.” Aliviah leaned in and lowered her voice. “I guess us old folks aren’t ready to pack it in yet.”

“Not by a longshot.” Millie winked. “Our first official disco is right around the corner.”

“And I will be on hand to boogie down with the best of them.” Aliviah stifled a yawn. “It’s past my bedtime. I think I’ll run upstairs, grab a cup of hot tea and hit the hay.”

“We’ll see you tomorrow.” Millie waited until she was gone and turned to Danielle. “It goes without saying you never saw Aliviah, either.”

“Mum’s the word.” Danielle made a zipping motion across her lips.

“Sharky’s the real deal,” Felix said. “He has some fast turn dance moves.”

“Sharky is a jack of all trades,” Millie said. “I told him we should have him host a crewmember’s talent contest.”

“What a great idea. We need fun stuff for the crew, too.”

“For now, I need to lock these gems up in the backstage closet.” Felix gathered up the box of headphones and took off.

Millie felt a light tap on her shoulder. She turned to find Sharky standing behind her. “There’s the star of the show again.”

“I have to admit, my moves impressed a few of the chicks on board,” he bragged. “I had to let them down easy, seeing how I’m a taken man.”

“Still on the slow and steady with Elvira?” Millie joked.

“Slow and steady about sums it up.”

“I’ve been meaning to thank you for jumping in and helping coordinate a potential water rescue earlier today.”

“You’re welcome. Patterson told me how we got duped by the scumbags pretending to be you.”

“Duped, bamboozled, scammed,” Millie said. “Have you listened to the recording? It sounds just like me.”

“Yeah. It appears the scammers are upping their game with AI. I donated, so they got a few bucks out of me, too.”

“I’m sorry,” Millie apologized. “Nic is going to make sure all of you get your money back.”

“What about you? I can’t see you taking this sitting down.”

“I’m not.” Millie filled Sharky and Danielle in on what they had learned and her plan to scope out the scene of the drop the following morning. “It has to be someone linked to the team building group.”

“Stands to reason. Obviously, more than one person is involved.” Sharky’s eyes narrowed.

“What?” Millie patted her hair. “Why are you looking at me?”

“I’m checkin’ out your bracelet. It’s cool. Where did you get it?”

“From Cat.” Millie showed him how it opened. “She’s trying to drum up business by doing something similar to the jewelry store chain. The one who lures passengers in by offering freebies.”

Sharky’s eyes lit. “How can I get my hands on one?”

“You don’t seem like a bangle and bracelet-wearing kinda guy,” she teased.

He rolled his eyes. “It would be for my gal, Elvira.”

“Elvira doesn’t strike me as someone who is into jewels and bling.” Millie grinned. “I take it back. Elvira is definitely into bling, but not the kind you wear.”

“She’s after the kind that makes you rich. Still, she might dig a charm bracelet if it reminds her of me.”

“I’m sure if you ask Cat nicely, she’ll give you one to send to your girlfriend.” Millie folded her arms. “How is your long distance relationship going? You visited Elvira in Savannah when you went to Carlita’s wedding, but I haven’t heard you mention her lately.”

“She’s good. We’re good.” He tipped his hand back and forth. “It’s kinda hard juggling a relationship from a distance.”

“Wait until we head over to the West Coast for our Alaskan adventures,” Danielle said. “It will be even harder for you to sneak away and head north for a weekend here or there.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Sharky said confidently. “Some relationships work better when you’re not together all the time.”

“True.” Millie glanced around. “If you have a minute, Danielle, I would like to take a look at the pictures Oscar took at the marina when Cat dropped off the cash and gift cards.”

“The crew dining room is empty,” Sharky said. “I could use a snack. All my jigging and jiving worked up an appetite.”

The trio exited the lounge and made the short trek to the employee dining room. Suspecting Nic would want a bite to eat after his shift ended, Millie opted for a cup of decaf hot tea and waited for her friends at a table near the door.

Danielle grabbed an empty seat opposite Sharky and next to Millie. She took a big bite of sandwich and turned her cell phone on. “Oscar only snapped a few photos.”

“Can you text a copy of them to me?”

Danielle tapped the screen. “Done.”

Millie slipped her reading glasses on and opened the message. “He got some clear shots.”

Sharky and Danielle scooched closer, studying each photo carefully. The first was of Cat standing in front of the shack. A second was of her leaving. The third showed a hooded figure opening the shack’s door and grabbing the envelope. 

There were three more. One of a person hopping onto a boat. The second was a panoramic shot of the marina. The final one was of a man wearing a backpack walking away.

“Is this all of them?” Millie asked.

“Yeah. Oscar and I went after the guy, but by the time we made it out of the building and around to the other side, he was gone,” Danielle said.

Millie blew air through thinned lips. “This isn’t much to go on.” 

“Hang on.” Sharky shoved the rest of his spicy chicken wing into his mouth. “Can you go back to the picture of the guy with the ball cap and backpack?”

Millie scrolled back to the photo.

“That’s what I thought,” Sharky said. “I’m almost positive I saw this guy at the port earlier today.”


Chapter 9

Millie’s heart skipped a beat. “You recognize the guy with the backpack?”

“I’m almost positive,” Sharky said. “Can you zoom in on him?”

“Sure.” Millie double-clicked on the photo. “I dunno. He looks like a million other guys, a hundred other passengers on board the ship with dark backpacks and ball caps.”

“Millie, Millie.” Sharky shook his head. “You’re losing your touch.”

“How so?”

“The shoes. Check out his sneakers.”

She shifted her gaze, noting the orange and black leopard print shoes. “I’ll admit his shoes are unique.”

“I’ve never seen a pair like those until today,” Sharky said. “While I was out in the lifeboat waiting for instructions, I did a little people watching and noticed this guy hanging around near the security checkpoint.”

“Near, as in past the checkpoint?” Danielle asked.

“No. More toward the beach area, the one at the end of the dock.” Sharky tapped the side of his forehead. “He hit my radar cuz he looked like he was waiting for someone.”

“What time was this?” Millie asked. “Ballpark estimate.”

“About half an hour before you came back from your outing.”

“Sharky is onto something,” Danielle said excitedly. “This guy was at the marina around the time of the drop and at the port.”

“It could be a clue,” Millie agreed. “Or it could be an islander, passenger, maybe even a crewmember.”

Sharky’s radio went off. “I hate to eat and run, but I gotta head back downstairs. Reef’s training a new shift supervisor. I told him I would handle the recycling center tonight.”

“You’re a good boss, Sharky Kiveski.” Millie patted his arm. “And a good friend. How’s your souped-up scooter running these days?”

“Like a champ. I bought Fin a new basket. You’ll have to swing by and check it out.” 

“I will. Maybe I’ll bring Scout with me.” 

“I got a few hours of flex time coming to me and wouldn’t mind helping you nab the bad guys.” Sharky told her to let him know if they needed any help and parted ways with the women near the stairs.

“I should get going too.” Danielle left to host late night in the dance club while Millie headed home.

She swiped her keycard and stepped onto the bridge, lingering near the door, embracing the quiet peacefulness. The bridge was empty except for a senior staff captain and her husband. 

Millie caught Nic’s eye and wandered over to the navigational console. “This has been one long day. How much longer do you have?”

“Less than half an hour. What happened to you? Your shift ended a while ago.”

“I was dancing.”

Nic arched a brow. “Dancing?”

“Testing out the new disco party headphones with the other crewmembers down in the lounge. You’ll have to go with me sometime.”

“We haven’t gone dancing in a long time. Have you eaten yet?”

“No. Are you hungry?”

“Famished.”

“I’ll whip something up for both of us.” Millie walked down the hall and eased the apartment door open. Scout stood waiting for her on the other side. She scooped her pup up and carried him out to their newly renovated, spacious balcony.

Soft lights from the nearby town twinkled off in the distance while the moon shimmered across the open water. Millie’s gaze was drawn to the dock where the ferryboat had dropped them off earlier.

Would she have enough time to figure out who had scammed their friends? Obviously, an employee from the tour group was involved. Was it Allen, their host? Or Jutel, the island worker who had been so friendly? There were also the event coordinators, Polly and Jan.

Perhaps it was an employee who worked in the office, someone Millie hadn’t met. What she couldn’t figure out was why go to all the trouble for such a small amount of money and gift cards?

She plopped down in front of the computer, turned it on, and typed “phone scams using AI” into the search bar. The screen filled with story after story about innocent people, victims who had been scammed out of hundreds of thousands of dollars. Cat, Danielle, and the others weren’t the only ones who had fallen victim.

Scout trotted back inside and pawed at her leg.

“I’m hungry too. Let’s fix something to eat before Nic gets home.” She rummaged around in the fridge, finding enough ingredients to whip up grilled cheese sandwiches and warm leftover soup from the previous day.

Millie had just finished when Nic arrived home. “Dinner smells delicious.”

“It’s leftover soup and grilled cheese sandwiches.” While her husband washed up, she carried their food out onto the balcony. Despite filling Scout’s food and water dish, the pint size pup had his eye on something else…their meal.

Millie fed him small pieces of chicken from her soup. “How would you like to do a little investigating with me tomorrow?”

“Investigating?” Nic appeared in the doorway.

“I have some solid leads on who might be behind the scam.” Millie handed him his plate. “This whole AI technology has taken ripping people off to a new level.”

“I have to admit, I thought it was your voice, too.” Nic juggled the plate on his lap. “I’ve already put in a request to have everyone who contributed reimbursed so they’re not out anything.”

“Which is only the right thing to do. The money is beside the point. Whoever is behind it needs to be caught.”

“And you’ve appointed yourself the person to do it.” Nic grasped his wife’s hand. “I’ll say a prayer you stay out of trouble on this one.”

“When am I ever in trouble? Don’t answer that.” Millie bowed her head while Nic prayed over their food.

After he finished, she nibbled the center of her sandwich. “This is a perfectly grilled cheese, if I do say so myself. I was starving.”

“Kicking up your heels and boogying down worked up an appetite,” he teased.

Millie mentioned how several crewmembers made a point of telling her how much they enjoyed it. “No one can ever call Siren of the Seas one of those ‘newlywed or nearly dead’ ships.”

Nic made a choking sound. “Newlywed or nearly dead?”

“You’ve never heard the phrase before?”

“Never. Perhaps because it doesn’t apply to Siren of the Seas?”

“And never will, at least not while I’m in charge of the fun.” Millie changed the subject, and they began discussing the upcoming itinerary. Although she was excited about the prospect of exploring Alaska—so many passengers who had been there raved about it, she was also a little sad to be leaving their current port stops.

“You’ll love Alaska,” Nic promised. “Remember how you were on the fence about the British Isles?”

“And it ended up being one of the most exciting summers ever. The Southampton Strangler, meeting Halbert Pennyman, the homeless man.”

“Who isn’t homeless anymore, thanks to you,” Nic reminded her. “Remember when you and Cat were trapped in the Skaill House?”

“And you left the ship to come find us.” Millie blew air through thinned lips. “Believe me, I don’t plan on getting left behind in Bimini.”

“I hope not. I would hate to tour Alaska without you,” he teased.

“You would not,” Millie said indignantly.

“You’re right. I would spring for passage on a cargo ship heading that way so you could catch up with us.”

She playfully slugged him in the arm and then gave him a quick kiss. “I love you, Nic Armati.”

“And I love you, Millie Armati.” Nic tapped the top of her bracelet. “I’ve never seen this before. Where did you get it?” 

Millie filled him in on Cat’s marketing plan to lure passengers into the shops. “I’m going to help her drum up some business.”

“It’s a great idea. It must work. The big name international store chain has been doing it for years. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to call it a day.” Nic gave her a hand up. “Promise me you won’t try to single-handedly take down a dangerous criminal tomorrow.”

“Danielle and Annette will be with me.” Millie patted Scout’s head. “And maybe even Scout. Like I said, I have some solid leads. If I find I’m onto something, I’ll bring Patterson in the loop and let him take it from there.”

Nic eyed his wife skeptically.

“Don’t look at me like that. I won’t put my friends’ lives in danger, at least not intentionally. With any luck, we’ll be able to track the scammers down and wrap this up before Siren of the Seas sails off into the sunset.”


Chapter 10

Millie began her early morning meeting by telling her staff she needed to handle an emergency away from the ship and planned to leave Felix and Alison Coulter in charge.

She answered a few questions, mainly relating to their scheduled departure, and pointedly reminded them the engineers needed adequate time to ensure the sonar / radar equipment was working properly.

With a few minutes to spare before meeting Annette and Danielle on the dock, Millie tracked down Dave Patterson to find out if he had an update on the scammers.

It took a few minutes to locate the head of security. She finally found him near the gangway, chatting with Suharto and another security guard.

She patiently waited for him to finish and make his way over. “Good morning, Millie. You’re looking chipper.”

“More like determined. I’m a woman on a mission,” she said. “I was wondering if you had an update on the fraudsters who scammed our friends yesterday.”

“No. I filed a police report last night.” Patterson told her he’d met with the head of the Royal Bahamas Police Force to find out if they had received reports of similar incidents. “He claims they have not.”

“So, this is something new the scammers are trying. It has to be someone who lives on the island, someone linked to Champion Collaboration.”

“Because they knew who, when, where and the fact our cell phones had no service.” Patterson wagged his finger at her. “You aren’t going to let this go. What happened doesn’t sit well with me either, but you can’t go around interrogating or accusing innocent people.”

Millie tilted her chin. “Of course not, but it doesn’t mean I can’t do a little digging. We have leads. We have location. Now all we need is the who.”

“The clock is ticking.”

“Which is why I’m starting on it this morning. I might not be able to track down the culprit, but at least I can say I tried.”

“This sort of thing goes on every day. Day in and day out.”

“It doesn’t make it right.”

“I agree, but I don’t…” Patterson waved dismissively. “Never mind. Remember, we’re in a foreign country. A country that has their own sets of rules and ways of doing things.”

“Meaning, if I get in trouble, I could be on my own.”

“Exactly.”

Millie patted her pocket. “Danielle, Annette and I are heading to the drop site at nine. I’ll have my phone with me. From what I understand, cell service shouldn’t be an issue today.”

“Just be careful.”

“I will.” Millie ran home and swapped out her work clothes for a pair of shorts and a short-sleeved pink pullover blouse. She threw a few things into her backpack and made it to the dock at nine on the dot. Annette and Danielle were already waiting for her. 

“Where’s Scout?” Annette asked. “I thought you were bringing him with you.”

“I decided to leave him home, at least for the first part of our investigation,” Millie said. “We might have to move fast.”

It was a quick trip through the security checkpoint and a short trek to the end of the pier, where they caught the trolley for the free ride to the marina.

As luck would have it, they were at the end of a very long line, which meant the only seats left were in the back.

Several riders, including Millie and her friends, got off at the first stop. They stepped to the side and surveyed their surroundings, noting the double parking lot and paved walkway leading to the casino and resort’s entrance. To the left was the marina.

Sandwiched in between was an outdoor dining area with a wall of windows overlooking the water.

“Let’s head this way.”

Trekking through the gravel parking lot, they walked single file along a narrow path. Thick brush obscured the water view while a canopy of trees surrounded them as they walked farther away from the more populated area. Steps away was a small wooden shack.

“This is it.” Danielle stopped in front of it. She twisted the knob and cautiously eased the door open.

Millie crept closer. “What’s in there?”

Danielle swung the door open, revealing plywood panels and a dirt floor. “Nothing. It’s empty.”

“Cat got off the trolley,” Annette prompted.

“She walked over here and slid the red envelope under the door. Oscar took a picture of the drop. It’s the same one I sent to Millie.” Danielle pulled up the photo of Cat slipping the envelope under the door followed by a second of her walking away.

“How long did you have to wait for the guy wearing the hoodie to show up?” Millie asked.

“Maybe five minutes, tops.” Danielle checked the timestamp to confirm. “Four minutes and fifty-two seconds, to be exact.”

“So…whoever grabbed the envelope had to have been watching.”

“We were on a deadline,” Danielle reminded them. “We only had an hour from the time you, or the person who sounded like you, called. One hour.”

“Because they wanted to make sure you made the drop before we got back.” Millie spun in a slow circle.

“What are you thinking?” Danielle asked.

“On this side of the parking lot is a high-end, upscale resort, while only steps away is this shack. I’m wondering what’s on the other side.” Millie returned to the narrow path and continued walking. 

The path curved and twisted. She rounded a bend where she found a clearing and something else…a small village. 

Dilapidated buildings lined both sides of the gravel street. An open dumpster with bags of trash strewn about was near the end of the block.

Roughly forty feet away was a small group of men standing on the porch of what appeared to be a convenience store.

Millie’s scalp tingled. She could feel them staring. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched one of the men slide his hand inside his front pocket.

“I’m not sure this is a safe area,” Danielle said in a low voice.

“It’s sketchy,” Annette said.

Pocket man started toward them.

“He’s coming our way,” Millie whispered. “And I don’t think he’s from the Welcome Wagon.”

The women did an about-face. They picked up the pace and ran down the path, not slowing until they reached the resort’s outer parking lot.

“We might want to stay on this side of the shrubbery,” Annette said breathlessly.

“At least now we know why the caller picked the shack for the drop,” Millie said. “We were definitely on the wrong side of the island.”

“Let’s go with the theory the scammer came from this vicinity,” Danielle said. “We need to figure out where he was going.”

“Based on the photos, he grabbed the cash and cards and climbed on one of the boats docked at the marina.”

“Let’s take a closer look.” Danielle climbed the stairs leading to the dock area. “He walked straight over here, hopped on a boat and went into the cabin below deck.”

“On this boat?”

“This one or something similar. We waited for him to come back out, but he never did.”

“Instead, the guy with the ball cap and backpack appeared,” Annette said.

“He climbed off the boat, walked along the dock and out of sight. Oscar and I tried to catch up with him. By the time we got outside, he was already gone. For all we know, he could’ve headed back to the sketchy area.”

“Let’s keep going.” Millie tapped the top of a dock post. “He hopped on the boat and maybe even hopped from boat to boat, staying low enough so he wasn’t in your sight line. Somewhere along the way, he took the hoodie off, stuck a ball cap on and exited on the other side.”

The women rounded a corner and found a parking lot filled with golf carts.

“Like I said, by the time Oscar and I got here, the guy was gone.”

“Gone where?” Millie shaded her eyes, gauging the distance from the dock to the parking lot. “I’m going to take a wild guess that most of the islanders know each other, which should make our job a little easier. Once we latch onto a solid clue, all we’ll need to do is follow it.”

“How can you track down a solid clue?” Danielle asked. “Look around. This parking lot is full of golf carts.”

Millie zig zagged between rows, noting the different sizes, shapes, and designs. Several of them were customized with clever license plates, splashes of color, and elaborate paint jobs. Others, obviously owned by the resort and either used by employees or rented out to guests, were plain, with no markings except for sets of numbers.

She made her way to the end of the row and down the other side, returning to where Danielle and Annette stood waiting. “Do either of you have cash?”

Annette fumbled inside her pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and five ones. “I have twenty-five bucks.”

Danielle held up a ten. “I have ten.”

“And I have another thirty,” Millie said. “Hopefully, it will be enough.”

“Enough for what?”

“To convince whoever is in charge of those surveillance cameras on the corners of the building to let us take a look at the footage from yesterday when the ball cap and backpack man entered this parking lot.”


Chapter 11

“I’ve worked casino security before.” Annette held the door and waited for her friends to step inside. “Let me see if I can help fast track us to the right department.”

“You worked in a casino?” Millie arched a brow. “I don’t ever remember hearing that story.”

“It was years ago, before I took the job with Siren of the Seas.”

“One of these days, we need to hang out and reminisce about all the places you’ve been and the jobs you’ve done.”

“I wouldn’t want to bore you.”

Danielle snorted. “Working for the National Security Agency, having access to SSO, means your previous career or careers were anything but boring.”

“SSO,” Millie repeated. “Remind me what that stands for again.”

“It’s a secret special ops government website. The one Danielle also had access to,” Annette said pointedly.

“Which is why I’m in perfect company to get to the bottom of who ripped my friends off.” Millie rubbed her hands together. “Which way?”

“We’ll start with the staff working at the casino’s cashier window. I already have an excuse in mind. Let me take the lead.”

“Be my guest.” 

Annette, with Danielle and Millie steps behind, strode past a bank of slot machines and approached the cashier’s window. “Hello.”

The woman standing at the counter greeted her.

“My friends and I parked our golf cart in your parking lot yesterday. We accidentally left the keys in it and now it’s gone.”

The woman’s eyes widened. “You should not have left the keys.”

“I know, and I’m really stressed out about it.” Annette leaned her elbow on the counter. “I was wondering if we could speak with someone in security about what happened.”

“Yes. Of course. What is your name?”

“Annette. Annette Delacroix.”

The woman suggested they wait off to the side while she tracked someone in that department down.

Millie rubbed her palms together. “That was a great idea,” she said. “It makes us look like we’re victims. Maybe the security guard will feel sorry for us.”

“We’ll need the exact time.” Danielle consulted her phone. “Cat dropped the cash at ten ‘til twelve yesterday morning.”

“Perfect.” Annette cleared her throat. “I think I see him now.”

A tall man with curly black hair and sharp brown eyes made his way over. “Good morning. I heard you had an incident in our parking lot. Which one of you is Ms. Delacroix?”

“I’m Annette Delacroix.” Annette briefly repeated the story, how they had parked their golf cart in the resort’s parking lot the previous morning, inadvertently left the keys in it and now realized it was missing.

“Are you a guest of the resort?” he asked.

Millie and Annette exchanged a quick glance.

“No…I…we work on the ship.”

“Did you rent the golf cart?”

“We borrowed it from a friend, which is why we’re hoping to find it,” Danielle said.

He rocked back on his heels, eyeing them skeptically, and Millie could see their story falling apart. “What does it look like?”

“It’s a four-seater, off-white, maybe closer to cream-colored,” Millie said. “It has some front-end damage so we would be able to recognize it if we saw it.”

“Where is your friend? The golf cart’s owner.”

“He’s…” Annette’s eyes slid to the side. “Out on his boat on an overnight fishing trip, which is why it would be great if we could track down his golf cart before he gets back this afternoon.”

“And thought if maybe we could look at your surveillance camera’s recordings from around that time,” Millie hinted.

“I don’t…” The man began shaking his head.

“Please?” Annette flashed a twenty. “You would be helping us out a lot.”

Millie could see the man was considering the offer—or maybe he was thinking about calling the cops on them. She pulled her thirty bucks from her backpack. “I have another thirty dollars for your trouble.”

The guard eyed the money. “It is against company policy to allow guests access to the security area.”

“We would only be back there for a couple minutes,” Millie said. “Just long enough to take a quick look around the time the golf cart went missing and be out of your hair.”

Danielle pulled her ten from her pocket. “I have ten to add.”

“All right,” he relented. “But only for a few minutes. Do you know what time?”

“It was just before noon yesterday,” Danielle said.

The guard escorted them to the back and through a set of metal doors. They walked down a long corridor and turned left, entering a room filled with floor-to-ceiling monitoring equipment.

“Wait here.”

The women waited near the door while the guard settled in front of a laptop. 

Millie held her breath, watching him tap the keys, praying they would spot the man with the hat and backpack. What if he climbed into one of the resort’s golf carts, one identical to dozens of others? Please let us spot him. Let him take off in a custom cart. 

And then what? How would they find the golf cart? There were only three of them and their only transportation was via the trolley.

“How much does it cost to rent one of the resort’s golf carts?”

“You will have to check at the hotel’s excursion desk. I believe they charge by the hour or day.”

“We might…need one if we can’t find the one belonging to our friend,” Millie said.

“There are only a couple of people in the parking lot around the time you were asking about,” the guard said. “I do not think we have a match.”

The trio huddled behind him, watching as a few pedestrians entered the parking lot, climbed into golf carts and drove off.

Millie’s pulse ticked up a notch when a man matching the description appeared in the lower left corner of the screen. He crisscrossed through the parking lot, climbed into a golf cart near the road, and sped off.

“I think that was him,” Danielle said.

“Him?” the guard asked.

“I mean, the golf cart. The one the man wearing the ball cap and backpack climbed into. It was parked in our spot. Right, guys?”

“Yes,” Millie agreed. “The golf cart was in our spot.”

“Do you recognize the man who left in it?”

“No, but maybe if you could show it to us again and zoom in so we can take a closer look,” Annette said.

The guard reversed the recording and hit the play button again.

It was clear from the video the man knew exactly where he was going and which golf cart he was getting into. Which meant it was his or belonged to someone he knew.

“This isn’t the golf cart. It has too much customization,” Danielle said. “And I don’t recognize the man who got into it.”

“Neither do I,” Millie said.

“You are sure you parked the golf cart in our parking lot?” the guard asked.

It was the way the guard asked the question that Millie suspected perhaps he recognized the man. Or maybe it was the golf cart. “It had to have been this parking lot. Maybe we’re getting confused about the timing of when it went missing.”

“What is your friend’s name?”

“Felix LaGrece,” Millie blurted out.

“Felix LaGrece,” the guard repeated. “I do not know your friend, but I do know this golf cart is parked in front of Bimini Bakery & Café in Alice Town often. I recognize the parrot and palm tree painted on the side. You said the cart was cream-colored with no special markings, other than some minor damage. Something is not adding up here.”

Annette quickly changed the subject. “You mentioned a place called Bimini Bakery & Café.”

“It is in Alice Town.” The guard frowned. “How can you not know when and where you left a golf cart? I do not know what kind of story you are trying to spin here.”

“It’s not a story. We’re getting confused about a few minor details.”

The man shut the computer monitor off and abruptly stood. “I think it is time for you to leave.”

Millie waited for him to escort them back out to the casino floor and walk away. “We’re lucky he didn’t throw us out.”

“He didn’t buy our story, at least not at the end,” Danielle said.

“Because we were contradicting ourselves.” Annette blew air through thinned lips. “How were we to know the guy was going to take off in a customized golf cart?”

“We had a fifty / fifty chance of getting it right.” Millie slipped her sunglasses on and stepped out into the bright Bahamian sunshine. “He gave us a great lead. We need to look for a golf cart with a custom parrot and palm tree paint job. We can start by scoping out the bakery in Alice Town. Unfortunately, it looks like we’re going to need a set of wheels for the next phase of our investigation.”

“A set of wheels and a lucky break,” Annette said.


Chapter 12

“Catching these scammers is getting pricey.” Millie tucked her credit card back inside her wallet and grimaced. “A hundred and twenty bucks seems like highway robbery.”

“You could have rented it by the hour,” Danielle pointed out.

“For thirty bucks? Might as well bite the bullet, pay for a full twenty-four hours and get it over with.”

“Your money. You get to drive.” Annette climbed into the passenger seat while Danielle hopped in the back. “Do you know where we’re going?”

Millie spun the cart around and sped to the exit. “No, but according to the sign in front of those bushes, Alice Town is this way.” She waited for traffic to clear and hit the gas, careening around the corner and onto the main road.

“At least the weather is cooperating.” Annette slipped her sunglasses on and leaned her head back, letting the sun’s rays warm her face. “Sun, sand and surveillance.”

“More like sun, scams and shady characters.” Millie tightened her grip on the wheel. “What did the guard say the name of the place was?”

“A bakery,” Danielle said.

“Bimini Bakery something,” Annette added. “I’m sure it won’t be hard to find.”

They passed by the road leading to their ship. Off in the distance, Millie glimpsed Siren of the Seas’ towering smokestack. “She’s a beaut,” she said admiringly.

“She sure is,” Annette agreed. “Although island living is appealing, there’s nothing like living on the high seas and traveling around the world.”

“Speaking of cruising all over the world, are you excited about our Alaskan Adventures?”

“I am,” Danielle said. “I’ve never been there.”

“What about you, Annette? You’ve been to Alaska.”

“It’s a cool place, literally and figuratively. The snow-capped mountains are beautiful. The people are friendly, at least the ones I met.”

“What about the ports?” Millie rattled off the few she knew they would be visiting. “Juneau, Ketchikan, Skagway.”

“All great places,” Annette said.

“Do you have a favorite place?”

Annette thought about it. “Glacier Bay. It’s awesome.”

Millie cast her a side glance. “I made an Alaskan mini bucket list.”

“What’s on it?” Danielle asked.

“Seeing the glaciers, of course. I was thinking about adding the train that goes up the side of the mountain.”

“In Skagway. I hope you’re not afraid of heights.”

Millie struggled to remember their inaugural itinerary. “I think our first official stop will be Ketchikan.”

“It’s a neat town and easily walkable.” Annette shifted. “Speaking from experience, the summer season will fly by.”

“And then it will be back to the warm Caribbean. I was on the fence about viewing wildlife but have given it some thought. I’d like to see a moose in the wild, maybe even a bear, but not too close.”

“There will be plenty of nature,” Annette said. “If you haven’t already, you need to add a salmon bake to your bucket list. Alaskan salmon is the best.”

They cruised around the corner and found an unobstructed view of the port, with Siren of the Seas sitting pretty as a picture off to the side. “Bimini is beautiful.”

“The water is crystal clear,” Annette said. “Man hasn’t had time to pollute it yet.”

“Sad, but true. To me, this is what all islands should be like. Unspoiled. No T-shirt shops. No crazy taxicab drivers on every corner.” Millie drove over a bridge and spied a small sign: “Alice Town.”

“We must be close.” She took her foot off the gas, scanning the buildings and searching for the bakery. They reached the end of the main drag. “Did you see the bakery?”

“I think it’s back there, on the left.” Danielle directed Millie to the center of town, pointing out a red brick building with Bimini Bakery & Café emblazoned on the front. The bakery was long and low. A tin roof ran the entire length of the building. 

“This has to be it.” Millie cruised into the parking lot and parked between two other golf carts.

“Don’t forget the keys,” Annette said.

“No kidding. I don’t want to be buying a golf cart.” Millie pocketed the keys. “Do you see a golf cart with a parrot painted on it?”

“Not yet. I noticed there’s additional parking on the other side of the building.”

Falling into step, the friends traipsed along the sidewalk until reaching a similar sized parking lot. 

“Let’s split up.” Millie walked along the left-hand side. Danielle veered right. Annette went straight through the center.

They circled around and caught up at their starting point. 

“Nada,” Millie said.

Annette gave them a thumbs down.

“Same here.” Danielle patted her stomach. “I was so worried I would be late that I skipped breakfast this morning.”

“Seeing how Millie sprang for the golf cart, I’ll treat you both to breakfast,” Annette said.

The women stepped inside and were greeted by the smell of freshly baked bread wafting in the air. 

“Something smells yummy,” Millie said.

“Good morning. Welcome to Bimini Bakery & Café. Have a seat wherever you want.” The server followed them over to an empty booth and placed paper menus on the table. “We have two breakfast specials today. A farmhouse omelet with a side of plantains and toast or a stack of pancakes, along with sausage patties, biscuits and gravy.”

“I think I’ll stick with a healthier option,” Millie said. “Give me an egg white omelet with green peppers, mushrooms, light on the cheddar cheese.”

“Ditto for me,” Danielle said. “Except add ham and skip the slimy mushrooms.”

“I’ll order a la carte. Yogurt, whole grain wheat bread, and scrambled egg whites with a side of spinach,” Annette said. “This will all be on one bill.”

“And coffee,” Millie added. “You might as well bring an entire pot.”

“You got it.” The woman gathered up the menus, eyeing them curiously. “Are you from the cruise ship?”

“We are,” Millie confirmed.

“I figured you were either from the ship or the resort down the road.” She snagged a set of wrapped silverware from the empty table and placed it in front of Annette, who was missing hers. “I have always wanted to work on a cruise ship and travel around the world.”

“It’s exciting, fun and a lot of work,” Danielle said. “We don’t get a lot of time off.”

“I don’t get a lot of time off here, either. My family owns this restaurant. It is hard to find people who want to work, you know? I work many hours, most days from opening to closing. Is it hard to get a job on a ship?”

Millie tilted her head. “You’re serious?”

“My whole life, I have lived on this small island. I am still young. Traveling appeals to me.”

Millie grabbed her cell phone and pulled up Majestic Cruise Lines’ website. She clicked on the “apply now” link and up popped an application. “Give me your email address. I’ll forward a copy of the cruise line’s employment application.”

The woman’s eyes grew round as saucers. “Do you think I have a chance?”

“I’m the director of food and beverage,” Annette said. “Fill out the application and forward it to me. I’ll put in a good word for you.”

Stunned, the woman sank down on an empty chair. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “You would do that for a stranger, someone you don’t even know?”

Annette extended her hand. “I’m Annette Delacroix, and you are?”

“Kendall. Kendall Thompson.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Kendall. We’re no longer strangers. Can I borrow your pen?”

Kendall handed it to her.

Annette picked up a paper napkin and began scribbling. “Give Millie your email address. She’ll forward the application to you. When you’re done filling it out, send it to me at my email address and I’ll see what I can do.”

“For real?”

“Absolutely.” Millie tapped the top of her phone. “What’s your email address?”

Kendall rattled it off. “You are angels sent from heaven to rescue me from my life of monotony and drudgery.”

“Working on board a cruise ship isn’t all sunshine and lollipops,” Danielle warned. “It’s hard work.”

“I am ready. As I said, I work here all day, every day. It would be nothing I am not accustomed to, but working on a ship would allow me to travel around the world. I will get your food ordered.”

Kendall hurried off, and Millie casually observed the other diners. “I was thinking that after we’re done eating, we should tour the island to see if we can find the golf cart with the parrot painting.”

“And then what?” Danielle asked. “We can’t drive around all day.”

“I have an idea.” Annette waited for Kendall to return with their coffee. “You have a popular little place here.”

“It ‘tis one of the few authentic restaurants on Bimini. I don’t mean to brag, but we’re the highest rated restaurant on the island. The rest of the restaurants are mostly bars and seaside shacks serving seafood.”

“I bet a lot of locals eat here.”

“For sure. Islanders come here because our prices are reasonable and the food tastes much better than the stuff they serve in the expensive resort restaurants.”

“You mean the East Wind Island Resort,” Millie said.

“The over-priced, over-hyped monstrosity near the water. Have you been there?”

“Yes. In fact, we rented one of their over-priced golf carts,” Millie joked.

“You can find much better deals from the local rental place here in Alice Town,” Kendall said. “I checked my email and received the application. I will get it filled out and sent over in the next day or two.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for it,” Annette promised. “About the golf cart. Thanks for the tip. We’ll remember it for next time, if there is one.”

“We noticed a cool-looking golf cart earlier.” Danielle described the golf cart with the parrot and palm trees. “I’m guessing it belongs to a local.”

“We have many custom golf carts on the island. It makes it easier to tell which one is yours.”

“I’m sure.” Millie clasped her hands. “Have you ever seen one painted with a parrot and a palm tree on the side?”

“With the red parrot?” 

“Yes, it’s red.”

Kendall poured their coffee and set the pot in the center of the table. “It is a local, someone who recently moved to the island. He comes here every day for the lunch special. I believe he works in Alice Town.”

Millie’s heart hammered in her chest. “Every day? He must be one dedicated diner.”

“The lunch special is the best deal on the island. If you plan to come back, we only serve it between eleven to twelve-thirty.” She explained the restaurant closed at one for their afternoon siesta. “We open again at three and also have a dinner special. I will be here if you decide to come back.”

“We’re on a kind of tight schedule, but appreciate the information.” 

“You’re welcome. Let me check on your food.” Kendall smiled brightly before excusing herself.

“Annette, you’re a genius.” Millie drummed her fingers on the table. “Now, all we have to do is hang out here between eleven and one.”

“Hang out or make better use of our time by taking a spin around the island while we wait,” Annette said. “We’ll still have an hour to kill before the lunch special is available.”

“I paid a pretty penny for the rental. It won’t hurt my feelings if we drive around for a while,” Millie said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and spot the golf cart before eleven.”

As promised, the food arrived fresh and hot. Although the portion sizes were generous, Millie and her friends easily polished off their food.

“The omelet was delicious.” Millie leaned back in her chair and patted her stomach. “All of this sleuthing and spending money worked up an appetite.”

“Speaking of spending, I’ll settle the bill. We can hop in our pricey set of wheels and tour the town.”

While Annette paid, Millie stepped outside to phone Alison Coulter to check in. Thankfully, there were no issues, and Alison told her to take her time. She and Felix had everything under control.

Turning left out of the parking lot, they drove past a small beach and a sprawling marina. The road narrowed. Farther down and well out of town she noticed a sign, Shipwreck Beach.

Danielle tapped Millie’s shoulder. “I see a ship sticking out of the water. Can we stop to check it out?”

“I don’t see why not.” She steered the golf cart around the potholes and pulled off to the side. “Watch your step.”

On the opposite end of the gravel parking lot were large pieces of what appeared to be volcanic rocks. Sandwiched in between was a stretch of sandy beach.

As they drew closer, Millie could see remnants of a rusty old shipwreck jutting out of the water. “I know I keep saying this, but the water here is stunning.” 

Danielle tugged her cell phone from her pocket and took a selfie with the beach’s namesake as her backdrop. “Let’s do a selfie together.”

The women posed for several photos before returning to the golf cart. Shipwreck beach was at the end of the road, literally, which meant they had to backtrack, passing through Alice Town, past East Wind Island Resort and the resort’s private beach. 

Cozy quaint cottages and colorful island-vibe condos lined both sides. The pavement narrowed and eventually ended, forcing Millie to once again turn around.

“There’s not much out here.” Danielle swiped at the beads of sweat forming on her brow. “I wonder what’s beyond the end of the road.”

“Creepy crawlies, spiders, snakes and other types of island wildlife.” Millie glanced at her watch. “It’s almost time for the bakery’s lunch crowd. Let’s head back into town. I noticed a small park with picnic tables almost directly across the street. We can do surveillance from there.”

“Sounds good.” Annette patted her throat. “The heat is finally getting to me. Let’s grab some bottled water first.”

They stopped at a small party store along the way, picked up some water, and made the short drive to the stakeout spot.

The trio lucked out and found an empty table facing the bakery and café across the street.

“This is an ideal spot.” Annette settled in next to Millie. “We can see everyone who comes and goes.”

Ten minutes passed, and then another ten. By eleven-thirty, Millie had checked her watch half a dozen times. “It will be just our luck the guy doesn’t show.”

“Not so fast.” Annette leaned forward. “I think I see the golf cart.”

Danielle ducked down, watching as the parrot and palm tree cart zoomed toward them. The driver careened into the parking lot. Its lone occupant sprang from the vehicle and casually strolled inside the bakery.

“Is this the guy you saw yesterday?” Millie asked.

“I’m almost positive it is,” Danielle said. “He has the same tattoo.”

“Tattoo?” Millie’s brows furrowed. “What tattoo?”

Danielle handed her friend her phone. “It’s right there.”

Sure enough, there in black and white was a skull tattoo emblazoned on the back of his neck. “I must be losing my touch. I missed this.”

“Me too,” Annette said. “Or it could be our eyesight is getting bad.”

“I’ll scope it out.” Danielle jogged across the street and approached the custom cart. With a quick glance over her shoulder, she slid her cell phone from her pocket and tapped the top. Slowly circling it once, she returned to where Annette and Millie sat waiting.

“This is the golf cart from the casino’s surveillance video. I noticed something interesting.” Danielle held up her phone.

“What are we looking at?” Annette asked.

“Check out the sticker on the windshield.”

Millie leaned in, studying the sticker plastered in the corner. “Well, I’ll be. This definitely throws a wrench in our investigation.”


Chapter 13

“Let’s not jump the gun and draw our own conclusions,” Annette warned. “We need to wait it out and see where this guy goes when he leaves here.”

“Which means we need to be ready to hit the road as soon as he finishes his lunch.” Millie climbed behind the wheel of their golf cart and backed up so that they faced the main thoroughfare, allowing for a fast pursuit, if needed.

The minutes ticked by. Half an hour passed and then they hit the forty-five minute mark.

“This is taking forever.” Millie shifted uncomfortably. “I drank way too much coffee and need to find a restroom soon.”

“There’s one over there on the other side of the picnic tables.” Danielle pointed it out. “I found it when I was wandering around. We’ll keep an eye out if you want to go.”

“I was hoping to follow the guy. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to wait much longer.” Millie put one foot on the ground.

“Hang on.” Annette’s arm shot out. “I think I see him now.”

The women grew quiet, watching as the man exited the restaurant. Casting a quick glance in their direction, he strolled over to the golf cart and climbed in.

“Let’s roll.” Millie coasted to the end of the parking lot.

Their target turned left, heading in the same direction he’d come from.

Millie counted to five and pulled out, leaving ample distance. A car squeezed in between them, blocking their view. “Crud.”

Annette leaned to the side. “I still have a visual. He’s slowing down.”

The cart made a quick right, turning onto a back street. He made another turn, this time to the left, entering what appeared to be a strip mall parking lot.

Millie slowed, carefully studying the front of the building. “I was almost certain this guy was heading to the cop shop.”

“Which is right there.” Danielle pointed to the Royal Bahamas Police Force building directly across the street. “Maybe he donates to the police force, and they gave him a fancy sticker for his window as a token of their appreciation.”

“With a set of numbers? I doubt it.” Annette shook her head. “Let’s hang back and see what he does.”

Millie scrunched down. She peered over the top of the steering wheel, watching as the man made a beeline for a door marked Island Rentals.

“I hate to say this, but I seriously have to tinkle.” Millie resumed an upright position. “We’re going to have to take a break and come back.”

“I gotta go too.” Annette patted her cell phone. “And I need to check in with Amit.”

Traffic was light, which meant Millie was able to make the drive to the port in under five minutes. They passed through the security checkpoint. She parked the golf cart off to the side. “It’s time to regroup and work out our next plan of action. I’ll do a little online intel into the Royal Bahamas Police Force.”

“Good idea.” Danielle tapped the side of her forehead. “I would start by checking their website and then maybe some social media sites.”

“There has to be a connection. The sticker on the windshield looks official, which means our suspect has some sort of connection to them.” Millie parted ways with her friends on the lower level. She stopped at the nearest restroom before climbing the stairs to the bridge.

Nic and several other officers were seated at the conference table. She gave them a quick wave but didn’t slow on her way to their apartment.

She cautiously eased the door open and found Scout waiting for her on the other side. Her pup’s whole body wiggled excitedly as she picked him up. He promptly licked her face and pawed at her hair. “I missed you too, buddy.”

Millie unlocked the slider door and followed him out onto the balcony, her eyes drawn to the bustling port. Somehow, the man with the parrot and palm tree golf cart, who had been at the marina the previous day, was involved in the scheme and scam. She could feel it in her bones.

With renewed determination, she returned inside and settled in front of the computer. Millie did a quick check of her emails, answered a few messages, and then opened a new search screen.

She typed in Royal Bahamas Police Force Bimini in the search bar and pressed enter. Several links popped up, accompanied by random photos of officers receiving awards, shaking hands, standing at attention. Millie meticulously searched the site, praying she would luck out and find photos of the man they had seen, but came up empty-handed.

Her next round of searching was on social media sites. “Here we go,” she whooped, noting several photos posted in the timeline. Millie slipped her reading glasses on and carefully studied each of them.

The more she looked, the more the men in uniform, all wearing long-sleeved shirts and black slacks, began to look alike.

She pulled up the photos Danielle had sent her. Unfortunately, the images were grainy, and she wasn’t able to make a clear match.

Scout hopped onto her lap. She absentmindedly patted his head. “It looks like we’re back to square one.”

The pup circled once before curling up and promptly dozing off. Meanwhile, Millie tracked down the Champion Collaboration website and began making her way along the navigational bar, thinking she might luck out and stumble upon a photo of the suspect. Once again, she struck out.

“I guess it’s back to the old gumshoe route,” Millie sighed. “Technology and internet are helpful but not today.”

“Hey, Millie. Do you copy?”

She snatched her radio off the desk. “Go ahead, Danielle.”

“Can you swing by the theater?”

“Sure. What’s up?”

“I’ll tell you when you get here.”

“I’m on my way.” Millie grabbed her keycard, clipped her radio to her belt and headed out, but not before promising Scout she would swing by later to pick him up.

She reached the theater’s entrance and let herself in. Although the seating area was dark, the stage was lit up like a Christmas tree. As she drew closer, she could see the entertainment staff arranging props for the evening’s headliner show.

Danielle and some of the other staff stood in the center, talking in low voices.

Alison Coulter was the first to notice Millie. “Hey, boss lady,” she croaked.

Danielle eased past Alison. “Thanks for getting here so fast.”

“It sounded urgent. What’s going on?”

“I’m feeling a little under the weather,” Alison said. “Danielle seems to think I should take the afternoon off and get some rest.”

“Alison is running a fever.”

“You sound terrible.” Millie studied the dancer’s face. “Your face is red.”

“My throat is sore.” Alison lightly touched her throat. “Unfortunately, we need to run through tonight’s performance.”

Kevin, one of the senior staff and head entertainers, made his way over. “I agree with Danielle. Alison needs to go home and rest.”

Millie wagged her finger. “I appreciate you being a team player, but it won’t help any of us if you’re sick. Go home, order a cup of chicken noodle soup from room service, take some Nyquil, and I’ll check on you in the morning.”

“But…”

“No buts. If you’re contagious, you don’t want to be spreading it to any of your friends and co-workers.”

“True.” Alison reluctantly gathered up her things and left the theater.

“Thanks, Millie,” Kevin said. “We have one minor problem.”

“Which is?”

“Tara Daughtery offered to fill in for Alison this evening. She’s familiar with the show.”

“A problem? This is perfect.” Millie dusted her hands. “Tara can cover tonight’s performance and hopefully Alison will feel better tomorrow.”

“We still need to practice our routine and need one more person.”

“What about Danielle?” Millie asked.

“I can’t. I’m hosting a meet and greet upstairs.”

“I was hoping you could fill in for our practice,” Kevin said.

Millie warily eyed the ropes and hooks dangling from the rafters. “Remind me again, which show is our headliner for this evening.”

“Waves of Wonder.”

A feeling of dread swept through her. It was a great show. One of the cruise line’s most popular—part acrobatics, part musical, giving the audience thrilling, pulse-racing entertainment.

However, the dancers were professionals…professionals who had hours and oodles of practice under their belt.

She swallowed hard. “Alison is one of the aerial acrobats.”

“She is,” Kevin confirmed. “She plays the part of Starlet.”

“Which means her part includes doing this.” Millie made a swooping motion with her hands.

“Correct.”

“You’re sure you need to run through the routine?”

“You know better than anyone how many hours of practice are needed and how the entertainers always run through the routine before the big show,” Danielle said.

“We can postpone it and replace it with a game show instead,” Kevin suggested.

“I don’t want to change the shows now. Waves of Wonder is already printed in the Cruise Ship Chronicles.” Millie gritted her teeth. “I don’t like to make last minute changes.”

“I’ll give you a couple of minutes to think about it.” Kevin turned to go and abruptly stopped. “Before I forget, there’s a passenger on board who is eager to meet you. Her name is Skyler.”

“Skyler Timmer,” Danielle said. “I met her last night. She said something about having met you several years ago.”

“It sounds like you have a superfan on board. I’ll be right back.” Kevin jogged off the stage, leaving Danielle and Millie alone.

“Did you have time to do some online research?” Danielle asked.

“I searched the police department’s website, social media, Champion Collaboration’s website and wasn’t able to find anyone even slightly resembling our guy.”

“Which means you’re going to have to go back into town to do more digging around,” Danielle said. “I was thinking maybe I would hang out here on the ship seeing how Alison is out of commission.”

“Or I can call it off and stay here. This might be shaping up to be too ambitious of a project.”

Danielle playfully placed a hand on her boss’s forehead. “Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”

Millie swatted it away. “Yes, but I am the cruise director. The staff and passengers are my number one priority.”

“Agreed, but we don’t need for both of us to be here.”

“True.”

“It’s good practice for me to handle things once in a while.”

“I suppose.”

“Seriously, if I run into an issue, I’ll call you. I need to head to the meet and greet.” Danielle gave her an encouraging pat on the back. “You’re the bravest person I know. I’m sure you’ll handle the aerial practice like the pro you are.”

“Thanks.” 

Kevin reappeared. “Well? Is it a yay or nay for being Alison’s fill in?”

Millie paced. This was her department. She’d signed up and signed on, vowing to run it as Andy had, committing to a level of excellence the passengers deserved. And she was proud of her track record so far. Her staff needed to know she was there for them, would do whatever it took.

She abruptly stopped, briefly closing her eyes as she sucked in a breath. “The show must go on. I might live to regret this, but let’s get this pre-show practice under way.”


Chapter 14

“Flying through the air with the greatest of ease,” Kevin announced. “Featuring our fearless cruise director, Millie Armati.”

Millie’s stomach churned as he hurried over and hooked her to the aerial belt. “You’ve watched the show.”

“Dozens of times, maybe even hundreds. Although I can almost guarantee I won’t be gliding and soaring as gracefully as Alison does. Not by a longshot.”

“We don’t expect you to. All you need to do is hang out.”

Millie burst out laughing, partly because of nerves and partly due to being almost paralyzed in fear. She wasn’t necessarily afraid of heights. But there was something about being tethered to a belt. Soaring through the air with nothing but the cold, hard stage beneath her was not her idea of a high-flying adventure. “You might regret using me as Alison’s fill in.”

“You’ll be fine. No one has ever come unhooked before.”

“There’s always a first time.”

Kevin cued the music. “You’ll be back on the ground before you know it. Get ready for the lift at any time.”

“Got it.” Millie grasped the strap in a death grip, clenching her jaw as she watched Kevin, Felix and the other dancers twirl and stomp, twist and turn. Monique, the other female aerial acrobat, lifted off first. She spun and soared, gliding effortlessly through the air, smiling widely.

She makes it look so easy. You can do this, Millie. Pretend you’re a bird soaring through the open skies. Lift your hands. Smile. Show the staff you’re one tough cookie and can handle whatever is thrown your way.

The internal conversation continued. Did you say throw—as in throw up? What if you lose your cookies and embarrass yourself? Or even worse—pass out? There will be none of that, she sternly reprimanded herself.

Millie felt a light tug on the strap. Her feet lifted off the floor. For a fraction of a second, she dangled like a limp rag doll before starting to sway…back and forth…back and forth.

Meanwhile, the music grew louder. The tempo picked up, and so did Millie’s aerial speed. She was just beginning to adjust to the back and forth when she started circling. Her circles grew wider and wider.

Monique spun around her, creating a wide arc out and over the stage, flying directly above the first row of seats.

Millie’s eyes grew round as saucers. Please, God. I don’t think I’m ready to soar over the auditorium. 

It was too late. She swooped along the edge and out toward the front row. Around and around, she and Monique circled. All the while, the staff on stage continued dancing, spinning, singing.

The song seemed to go on forever, to the point Millie was seriously starting to feel dizzy. As quickly as her soaring and circling started, she slowed until finally touching the floor.

It was a good thing she was still attached because her knees buckled and she started to go down. 

“Millie!” Monique, who must have been keeping an eye on her, ran over and flung her arm around her waist.

The last strains of the song ended. The group of entertainers made their way to the front of the stage and took a bow. 

Millie, still dazed or maybe it was dizzy from her aerial performance, found herself standing alongside the singers and dancers.

“Bravo.” Andy appeared from the back of the theater and applauded their performance. “Bravo to the Waves of Wonder entertainers.”

“Thank you,” Kevin beamed. “I didn’t know we had an audience.”

“I ran into Danielle, who told me Millie was filling in. I couldn’t resist sneaking in to watch.”

“Watch me embarrass myself,” Millie muttered.

“You did a fantastic job. In fact, if I didn’t know better, I would have thought you were part of our dance team.” Andy pulled her off to the side, away from the others. “I also heard you’re hot on the trail of the scammers.”

“I am.” Millie filled Andy in on what they’d discovered so far. “Somehow, the parrot and palm tree golf cart are linked to whoever is behind it. Now, all we have to do is figure out who this person is and find out who else is involved.”

“Do you think it’s someone from the Champion Collaboration’s group?”

“Without a doubt. Think about it. They knew who was attending, where we were going, how long we would be gone and the fact we didn’t have cell service,” Millie said.

“You don’t have a lot of time to figure this one out.”

“The clock is ticking.” She told him she’d rented a golf cart and planned to head back out. “There is one thing that has been bothering me.”

“What?”

“Why go to all the trouble to scam people for a thousand bucks?” Millie asked. “I mean, if you were going to potentially kidnap senior officers, not to mention the captain of the ship, why not demand barrels full of cash?”

“Maybe they’re new to scheming and scamming,” Andy theorized. “This was a test run and they plan to ramp it up once they know they can pull it off.”

Millie contemplated his answer. It made sense. Perhaps this was their first attempt. So far, it had been a success. The thought of how their friends had scraped the money together to help them made her blood boil again. “You could be right. How many cruise ships stop here every week?”

“I don’t know. I’m guessing it’s at least a few.”

“Let’s say there are five ships in port every week. They run another scam and grab another thousand dollars in cash and cards. There’s potential to run a profitable small-time operation here.”

“And it would be hard for them to get caught, considering the ship is only in port for a few hours. Even if the security department files a report with the local police, the victims will leave the island within hours. The case is forgotten. The fraudsters get away with an almost perfect crime,” Andy said.

“Except for me. I have a little extra time to do some additional digging around. There’s always the possibility employees from Champion Collaboration weren’t involved. It could be more of an indirect link.”

“The scammers can’t keep targeting the same tour group,” Andy said. “They would need to branch out and target others.”

“I have a few flex hours and wouldn’t mind helping.”

Millie turned to find Felix standing nearby, listening. “I know Danielle is staying on the ship, but I have the rest of the afternoon off.”

“You want to spend your free time chasing after criminals?” Millie asked.

“Sure.” He shrugged. “I’m always up for an afternoon of adventure and excitement.”

Felix was as loyal of a friend as anyone could ask for. He could also be a drama queen, not to mention a wildcard. If things went sideways, it was hard telling what he would do.

“It’s your call if you want…”

Felix cut her off. “I would love to tag along,” he squealed. “When are we leaving? Because I can be ready in the blink of an eye.”

“In about half an hour.”

“Awesome. I’ll meet you out on the dock. Toodles.”

Before Millie could reply, he hurried off, blowing kisses in the air and promising he wouldn’t be late.

“It looks like you’ve added a little excitement to your investigation,” Andy joked.

“Felix’s heart is in the right place. Who knows? Maybe he’ll catch something Annette or I miss.”

Andy patted his pocket. “Best of luck. Don’t hesitate to call for reinforcements if you get in over your head.”

“Thanks for the offer.” Millie ran home to grab Scout. She packed up some supplies and headed to the galley, slipping in through the crewmembers’ only side door. Mid-afternoon meant the kitchen crew was between the main meals.

The prep staff hustled from counter to cabinet. The room service staff, who had their own section of the galley, were busy preparing deliveries. Millie knew several by name and greeted them as she and Scout crossed the room.

She found her friend standing in the pantry, her back to the door.

Millie cleared her throat to announce their arrival.

Annette spun around. “Hey, Millie. There’s Scout.” She set the clipboard aside and patted the pup’s head. “How did your online research go?”

“It was a big fat nothing burger.”

“No sign of our suspect?”

“Nope, which means we’ll have to head out again.”

Annette’s brows knitted. “What happened to your arms? You look like you got caught in a cat fight.”

Millie twisted her arm and found red welts forming above both wrists. “Those are rope burns or, more accurately, strap burns.”

“Someone tied you up?” Annette asked. “Has Blackjack Blaze roped you into helping him with one of his magic acts again?”

“No. I volunteered to fill in for the Waves of Wonder. Alison Coulter is feeling under the weather. They needed to do a practice run. I was the only one available.”

Her friend blinked rapidly. “You mean the silk and straps acrobatic act?”

“Yep. I was flying high,” Millie said. “Or maybe it was more like flailing around like a fish out of water.”

Annette grinned. “I wish I could have seen it.”

“It was a dizzying experience.” Millie placed a light hand on her forehead. “A few more minutes of twirling like a top and I probably would have passed out.”

Annette followed Millie and Scout out of the storage pantry. “Let me track down Amit and tell him we’re leaving.”

“We’ll wait out in the hall.” Millie and her pup scooted back out the way they came in, and Annette caught up with them in less than a minute. “Is Danielle meeting us downstairs?”

“She’s staying on board to run the afternoon activities, since Alison is out of commission.”

“The crud is going around. Better for her to get some rest and stay away from people.”

“My sentiments exactly.”

“So it will be you and me.”

“And Felix.”

Annette made a choking sound. “You invited Felix to go with us?”

“He invited himself. I didn’t have the heart to tell him no.”

“This ought to be interesting.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Millie said. “If nothing else, it will be entertaining.”


Chapter 15

Felix rubbed his hands together. “What’s our plan?”

“Our plan is to find the golf cart.” Millie passed Scout to Annette, who was sitting next to her. “We’ll swing by the bakery to make sure it isn’t there and then head over to the police station.”

“You mean the building across the street from the police station,” Annette corrected.

“Right. The place is across the street. We’re looking for a golf cart with a parrot and palm trees painted on both sides.”

Felix scrambled into the back seat. “Ten-four. This should be a piece of cake.”

Driving at a fast clip, they arrived in Alice Town and made a beeline for the bakery.

Millie’s heart plummeted. “The parking lot is empty. They’re closed for the day?” 

“Closed for their afternoon siesta,” Annette reminded her. “Kendall mentioned that they close from one to three.”

“You’re right. I forgot all about the afternoon siesta. It looks like we can check this place off our list.” Millie sped down a side street, one that ran parallel to the shoreline, passing by several small businesses. Sprinkled in between were cozy, quaint cottages with inviting front porches.

She stopped when they reached the next intersection. “Now where?”

“Let’s swing by the strip mall, the last place we saw the golf cart.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

They made a straight shot down the street, arriving at the shopping center and found the parking lot was also empty. 

“Maybe everyone closes for the afternoon siesta.”

“Could be. It’s a little odd. But hey…whatever works for them.” Millie backed out of the parking lot and found they were directly across from the Royal Bahamas Police Force’s building. “The cop shop is still open.”

“Crime doesn’t take an afternoon break,” Annette quipped. “I’m surprised by how many police cars they have. I wonder if there’s a lot of criminal activity around here.”

“We know there’s at least one kind for sure—savvy scammers.” Millie hit the gas and sped toward the end of the street.

“Hold up!” Felix hollered. “I think I saw the golf cart.”

Millie stomped on the brakes. “Where? I looked and didn’t see it.”

“It was parked out back. At least, I think I may have seen it.”

She did a quick U-turn and backtracked toward the police station. Millie pulled into the parking lot and circled around to the other side. There, sitting as pretty as a picture, was the golf cart.

“Way to go, Felix.” Millie gave him a high five. “This could be a good thing or a bad thing.”

“Good, because we found the golf cart and bad because the owner might be a cop.”

“Right.” Millie surveyed their surroundings, noting the other vehicles parked nearby. “The police have both cars and carts.”

“Which makes sense,” Annette said. “Half the vehicles on the island are golf carts.”

“All clearly marked with their emblem. The same emblem that’s in the corner of the custom painted cart.”

“It would be safe to conclude whoever owns the golf cart works for the police department.”

“You have a crooked cop on your radar,” Felix said.

Millie eased into an empty parking spot, facing out with the target cart in full view. “We need to come up with a plan to lure the owner out into the open.”

“And then what?” Annette asked. “Make a citizen’s arrest in a foreign country?”

“You didn’t let me finish,” Millie said. “Or search the golf cart for the gift cards. Maybe they’re stashed in the glove box.”

Felix wrinkled his nose. “If I had gift cards, I wouldn’t leave them in my vehicle.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“No.”

“We don’t have all day. The most logical step is to search for the evidence.” Millie grasped the side rail. “I’ll need someone on standby. I might need a distraction.”

“I can easily distract anyone,” Felix said.

“Annette is in charge of our getaway vehicle in case we need to make a run for it.”

Scout’s ears perked up, and he made a tentative move to exit the vehicle. 

“Not this time. Stay here with Annette and Felix.” Millie hunched down and crept along the rear of the parking lot, briefly wondering if she was making a huge mistake. 

It was one thing to search for evidence, but quite another to search for evidence while the vehicle in question was parked only steps away from the police station. And, to top it all off, there was a very good chance the golf cart belonged to a cop.

On the plus side, at least she wouldn’t have far to go if she got arrested.

Millie glanced over her shoulder, confirming Annette and Felix were still in place.

After a quick peripheral check of her surroundings, she lifted the floor mat and looked underneath. “Clean.”

She grasped the knob on the glove box and gave it a gentle turn. It refused to budge. “Crud.” Millie studied the fairly flimsy box. 

She scoured the ground, searching for something sharp, and grabbed the closest thing she could find—a palm tree husk. Millie wedged the pointed end into the side of the glove box, gently wiggling it back and forth.

Crack. The door started to give. She could almost see what was inside. With renewed determination, Millie shoved the husk a little deeper until she had enough room to stick her finger in the gap. She pulled hard. The glove box’s door popped open.

“Bingo.” Millie tossed the husk aside and began rummaging through the contents: a golf tee, a Snickers candy bar wrapper, a small key either for a padlock or mailbox, wet wipes and a flashlight. 

She sifted through a stack of papers, searching for some form of identification, but couldn’t find anything.

With a quick check to make sure her team was still in place, Millie crept around to the driver’s side before making her way to the storage bin in the back. She lifted the lid. Inside was a pair of jumper cables, a jacket and a blue visor.

“What are you doing?” Millie immediately froze. Sucking in a breath, she slowly stood, coming face to face with the man they had been tracking.


Chapter 16

“I…uh…I was admiring your golf cart’s paint job.”

“You won’t find a custom paint job inside my storage compartment.” The man took an ominous step closer. “You do realize you’re standing in the police force’s parking lot, don’t you?”

Millie inched back, desperately trying to come up with some plausible explanation about why she was searching the man’s golf cart. She glanced at the nametag on his shirt, Belmont Philips. “I’m sorry, Mr. Philips. I can assure you I wasn’t going to take anything.”

His eyes narrowed. “You look familiar. You’re a crewmember on board the cruise ship.”

Agh! A shrill scream echoed across the parking lot. “I’m being attacked!” Felix began jumping up and down, swatting his face and frantically waving his arms.

Belmont turned away, to see what all the commotion was about, just long enough for Millie to make a run for it. She escaped through the thick brush and found herself in a narrow alley. She took off at a dead run, moving as fast as her legs would take her.

She could still hear Felix screaming. His screams mingled with other loud voices.

The alley spilled out onto the main thoroughfare, and Millie forced herself to slow to a speedy stroll. She clenched her fists, certain that at any moment Belmont Philips was going to tackle her from behind.

Felix must’ve pulled a good one because, as far as she could tell, the coast was clear.

Millie slipped into an empty doorway, pulled her cell phone from her pocket, and tapped out a text to Annette. I’ll meet you at the park across from the bakery.

The reply was short and sweet. 10-4.

Reaching the designated meeting area a few minutes later, Millie made a beeline for the public restroom to check her appearance. Confirming the confrontation had left her no worse for the wear, she returned outside to wait.

The minutes ticked by. Five. Ten. At the fifteen-minute mark, she grabbed her phone to send Annette another text when she spied the golf cart speeding toward her.

It stopped a few feet away from where Millie stood.

“Need a lift?” Annette asked.

“Do I ever.” She started to climb in when she noticed something was wrong with Felix’s face. “What happened to your face?”

“A swarm of bees attacked me.”

“A swarm?” Annette shook her head. “One bee stung Felix, and he started to have an allergic reaction.”

“It hurt like the dickens,” he sniffled.

“Are you going to be all right? Do we need to take you to the hospital to get checked out?” Millie asked. “Does your chest feel tight? Are you having trouble swallowing?”

“No, and no. We found a drugstore in the shopping mall across the street from the cop shop and grabbed some Benadryl. The physical effects are fading, although mentally I might be traumatized.” Felix shivered involuntarily. “When I close my eyes, all I can see are the bees swarming around like an angry mob.”

“Because you were messing with their hibiscus plant,” Annette said. “You tried to pick one, and it ticked them off.”

“I’ll never pick a wildflower again,” Felix vowed.

“I thought you screamed as a distraction to help me get away.” Millie thanked him for the diversion. She picked Scout up and climbed into the back of the golf cart. “And thanks for keeping an eye on Scout.”

“Do you want to drive?” Annette asked.

“No. I would rather keep a low profile in case Belmont Philips is hunting for me. He’ll probably arrest me and throw me in jail for tampering with his golf cart.”

“He can’t arrest you,” Felix said. “He’s not a cop.”

“Are you sure? He came out of the police station.”

“Carrying trash,” Annette said. “He’s the janitor.”

Millie pressed a hand to her chest. “All I could envision was sitting in a dark, dank, smelly old jail cell waiting for Nic to bail me out.”

“Actually, while I was trying to decide if I needed an ambulance, we got to check out the inside of the police station. It was surprisingly modern and updated,” Felix said. “The woman at the front desk reminded me of my Aunt Marty.”

“You were only in the lobby,” Annette pointed out. “I’m sure the holding cells in the back aren’t quite as nice.”

“Did you find anything, any sort of evidence inside the golf cart?” Felix asked.

Millie gave him a thumbs down. “Nope. I searched the glove box and back storage bin. There wasn’t even any form of identification. It wasn’t until the guy showed up to ask me what I was doing that I noticed his nametag.”

“Belmont something.” Annette waited for traffic to clear and turned onto the main road, heading toward the port.

“Belmont Philips. Obviously, he doesn’t work for Champion Collaboration if he’s employed by the police force,” Millie said. “I wish I could have gotten a picture of him to compare it to the one Oscar took of the ball cap and backpack guy leaving the marina.”

Felix waved his cell phone in the air. “I snapped a picture right before the angry swarm descended.”

“You got a picture of the janitor?” Millie let out a loud whoop. “Can you forward a copy to me?”

“You bet.” Felix tapped his screen. Seconds later, Millie’s phone pinged. “Thanks. You’re the best.”

“Even if we confirm it’s the same guy, we still can’t link him to the scam,” Annette pointed out. “It could have been someone else.”

“Who was near the marina when the envelope was picked up, hopped on one of the boats docked there, happened to leave moments later and took off in the golf cart we caught on the casino’s surveillance cameras? This is our guy. I can feel it in my bones.” Millie’s excitement was short-lived. “He wasn’t working alone. Even if Belmont Philips is behind it, there’s someone else. I’m almost positive an accomplice works for the team building company we used.”

At the security checkpoint, Millie flashed her identification, and the guard waved them through.

Annette pulled alongside the crewmember’s gangway, exited the golf cart and tossed Millie the keys. “I need to check on Amit. Good luck and let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help.”

“Thanks Annette.” Millie waited until she was gone and turned to Felix. “Please stop by the medical center to get checked out. Better safe than sorry.”

“Will do. I appreciate you letting me tag along.”

“I’m sorry you got stung.”

“Me too, but at least I was able to help.”

“If not for your unfortunate incident, you would probably be collecting money to post my bail.” Millie impulsively hugged him. “You took one for the team and I owe you.”

“We’re best buds. That’s what friends are for.”

With Felix on his way to medical, Millie swung by the apartment to drop Scout off. She promptly logged onto their home computer and pulled up Champion Collaboration’s website.

Several photos were linked to the site. She noticed Polly in one, along with Allen Samanski, who stood next to her, welcoming her to the company as a part of the team. There was even a shot of Jutel on the island with the pigs. No one resembling Belmont was among them.

She flipped through the photos again and glimpsed Jan standing in the background. Jan…the woman who had moved Millie’s backpack because she didn’t want the pigs messing with them. Or was there another reason?

Nothing had been missing. But why not just tell everyone to secure their belongings?

Millie clicked on the “About Us” section and found Jan’s profile pic. “Jan Arndt.”

She popped out of the chair and started to pace. Whoever had copied her voice had to have been close enough to hear her morning announcement and used part of it to create the message.

From the balcony, Millie watched as a catamaran pulled alongside the dock. As soon as it tied up, passengers started exiting, making their way back to the ship’s gangway. The catamaran docked in almost the same spot the senior officer’s ferryboat had docked—only steps away from the ship.

She returned inside to go over the notes she had taken, information about the scammer, and added Belmont Philips and Jan Arndt to the list. It was time to chat with Donovan. There had to be a way to track the gift cards.


Chapter 17

Millie lucked out on her first try at tracking down the ship’s purser and found him in his office, directly behind the Guest Services Desk. She gave the door a light knock and stuck her head around the corner.

Donovan motioned her inside. “Were your ears ringing? I was just thinking about you.”

“About me?” Millie slipped inside.

“Nic told me you got off the ship and were trying to track down the scammers.”

“I was.”

“Any luck?”

“Some.” Millie filled him in on what they’d found. “The bottom line is, I think Belmont Philips may be behind what happened. I also believe someone who helped host our event is involved. Either Allen, the host, Jutel, the friendly islander. It also could have been Polly or Jan, one of the coordinators. If I had to pick, I’m leaning toward Jan.” She told him about the incident on the island and how the woman had moved her backpack.

“It seems a little strange to have an employee take it upon themselves to move customers’ belongings around.” Donovan tapped the top of his computer. “I’ve been doing a little research of my own.”

“Does it have to do with the gift cards?”

A flicker of surprise crossed his face. “As a matter of fact, it does.”

“There’s a way to trace them,” Millie guessed. “To see if, when, or where they’ve been redeemed.”

“There is,” Donovan confirmed. “I’ve asked for special access to the online tracking system and am waiting for it to go through.”

“Which will take…”

“Up to 48 hours.”

Millie blew air through thinned lips. “Great. We’ll be long gone by then.”

“I know you’re upset and so am I,” Donovan said. “Nic will make sure everyone is reimbursed.”

“It’s not about the money. This one is personal. They used my voice, took advantage of our friendships to steal and it’s not sitting well with me.”

“Not to mention you love solving mysteries.”

“Especially when I’m directly involved.”

Donovan leaned back in his chair. “As soon as I hear something, I’ll let you know. Patterson is taking this one personally too. If we can’t catch them, it isn’t because we haven’t tried.”

Millie turned to go, and he stopped her. “I noticed you’re kicking off the silent disco this evening.”

“Yes, and it should be a blast.” 

“Maybe I’ll swing by later to check it out.”

“It’s going to be a huge hit. Mark my words. About the gift card tracking…”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I have something.”

“Thank you.” Millie ran upstairs to host a round of miniature golf followed by one of her personal favorites, “All About Bimini” trivia.

The late afternoon events were running like clockwork, yet Millie felt restless, knowing the opportunity to catch the scammers was slowly slipping away. 

Up on the pool deck, the melodic sounds of steel drums filled the air. She hummed along, grabbing a few towels off empty chairs.

Crash. A crash, along with the sound of breaking glass echoed from near the tiki bar. Mingled in were loud, angry voices. 

She glimpsed what appeared to be two men arguing. Millie instinctively snatched her radio from her belt and hit the talk button. “Bravo, bravo, bravo. Deck 12 midship.”

“On our way,” Patterson’s clipped reply came back.

Within moments, security guards surrounded the bar. A small scuffle broke out. Suharto and a second security guard pulled a man away from the group.

Curious onlookers gathered along the stairwell to watch. A woman arrived and began talking to him, attempting to de-escalate the situation. Suharto said something in a low voice and released his grip. The man shook his head and stalked off, storming past Millie, a look of fury etched on his face.

Patterson motioned for the crowd to disperse. The onlookers slowly drifted away. 

Millie dropped the discarded towels in the bin and made a beeline toward the bar. “Crisis averted?”

“For the time being. Thanks for the call. It appears a couple of hotheads got into some sort of argument on the beach earlier today and brought it back on board the ship.”

“Great,” Millie groaned. “What were they arguing about?”

“A spilled drink. The contents landed in the lap of a passenger’s girlfriend. The guy claims it was an accident. The woman is insisting he was coming onto her when her boyfriend left to go to the bathroom.”

“Hopefully, that’s the end of it.” 

“Same here.” He changed the subject. “How’s your investigation going?”

Millie told him what they’d found. “We tracked the guy, Belmont Philips, to the police force’s station. I did a quick search but wasn’t able to find anything.”

Patterson rubbed the stubble on his chin. “You think a cop is involved?”

“At first, but not anymore. He’s the police station’s janitor,” Millie said. “Donovan told me he’s working on tracking the gift cards.”

“Which might not happen until after we leave here.”

“It’s entirely possible we won’t be able to catch the culprits this time. At least we tried.” Millie folded her arms. “Still, it bothers me.”

“And me.” Patterson motioned toward the stairs. “I was thinking about grabbing a bite to eat. Care to join me?”

“Sure.” Millie followed the head of security down the steps all the way to the I-95 corridor and the crewmember’s dining room. Choosing a light lunch, she filled her plate with salad while Patterson grabbed a burger and fries.

They found a table in the corner and settled in. Millie prayed over her food. She lifted her head and found Patterson quietly watching her. “I admire you, Millie.”

“Admire me?”

“You have a strong faith.”

“Because God has brought me through a lot. Finding out my husband, the father of my children, was unfaithful. My entire world fell apart. I had to pick up the pieces and figure out what I wanted to do with my life.”

“I’m not sure if you ever told me how you found this job.”

“I saw an ad for the cruise director position and figured I had nothing to lose. Looking back, it was nothing short of a miracle I was hired.”

“What’s the saying? ‘Sometimes God works in mysterious ways.’”

“Taking the job was one of the best decisions of my life. Yes, I miss my children and grandchildren. Sometimes I even miss Michigan winters, but I love working here. I love the look on passengers’ faces when they board the ship for the first time, the look of awe, and then there’s the transformation.”

“Transformation?” Patterson echoed.

“They go from stressed out travelers to relaxed vacationers. Like chill. My goal is for them to chill.”

He grinned. “You do a great job.”

“I was taught by the best, Andy.” Millie grabbed her fork and stabbed a tomato. “What about you? How did you end up on board a cruise ship?”

“I was ready to leave the rat race. I spent too many years dealing with death and seeing the worst side of humanity. It leaves a mark.”

“I’m sure. Yet, you still wanted to fight crime.”

“In a nutshell. A buddy told me about an opening at Majestic Cruise Lines. I figured how much crime could there be on board a cruise ship?”

Millie burst out laughing. “A lot.”

“Way more than I figured.” Patterson slathered a thick layer of mayo on his hamburger bun, cut the burger in half and took a big bite. “We’ve seen it all.”

“Theft, murder, serial killers, poisonings. Remember when the ship was almost hijacked?”

“Crime doesn’t take a vacation.” Patterson grew quiet, chewing thoughtfully.

“At the risk of not minding my own business, which seems to be a trait of mine, is everything okay?”

Their eyes met. Millie glimpsed something she’d never noticed about Patterson before. There was a hint of sadness. 

“My brother passed away.”

She pressed a hand to her chest. “Oh no. I mean, I knew you took an emergency leave for a few days right after the holidays.”

“It happened suddenly.” Patterson cleared his throat and looked away. “He caught pneumonia and went fast.”

Millie placed a light hand on his arm. “I am so sorry. You feel guilty you weren’t there.”

He nodded. “I was planning to visit but never got around to it. Randy was a good guy.”

“Losing a loved one is tough stuff.”

Patterson shook his head. “I didn’t mean to get into my personal issues.”

“Sometimes you need someone to talk to. What was he like?”

“He loved fishing. Loved hunting.” Patterson shared a glimpse into the man he’d been. It was clear he was deeply mourning his loss. Not only mourning his loss, but the lost times he hadn’t been there, hadn’t been a part of his brother’s life.

“I’m sorry, Millie. I didn’t mean to bore you.”

“Please don’t apologize. It’s okay to be human and have emotions. It’s a refreshing change to see the person behind the stern and somber facade I face every time I get in trouble.”

He laughed. “You do manage to get into binds fairly regularly. If there’s any sort of message to take away from all of this is to make sure your loved ones know you’re there for them, even if you’re a thousand or more miles away. Don’t let those precious moments slip away.”

His radio went off and Patterson pushed his chair back. “Time to put out the next fire. I appreciate the chat, Millie.”

“You’re welcome.” She watched him stop to have a word with crewmembers at another table before making his way out of the dining room. “And thank you for the sobering reminder time is not always on our side.”


Chapter 18

Millie said a small prayer for Patterson on her way to her next event, the art auction. She grabbed the box of supplies and stood by the door, passing out paddles and order pads. “Welcome to the High Seas Art Gallery.”

The final few stragglers made their way into the gallery. She circled the staging area until finding the painting she was looking for. It was a wistful winter scene with snow-capped split-rail fences and towering pine trees, their branches drooping under a blanket of heavy snow. Off in the distance was a red barn with a metal silo next to it.

“This must be one of your favorites.”

Millie turned to find the art gallery’s manager standing behind her. “I noticed you admiring it the last time you helped host the art auction.”

“It is. It reminds me of home.”

“Where’s home?”

“Michigan. It’s beautiful in the wintertime.” She changed the subject. “You have a packed house today.”

“We’re giving away an Itzchak Tarkay print.”

“Itzchak Tarkay?” Millie repeated.

“He’s an Israeli artist and very popular with our art aficionados.”

“Does he create winter scenes?” she joked.

“I’m afraid not.” The man placed both hands behind his back. “Would you like me to set this one aside for you?”

“I’m not sure I have enough empty wall space, but thank you for the offer.”

The auctioneer hurried over, tapping the top of his watch. “We’re ready to roll.”

“Good luck.” Millie moved to the back of the room, watching as the auctioneer worked his magic. 

She was fascinated by how quickly the pieces moved with paddles flying up and lowering at a rapid rate. Within a matter of minutes, thousands of dollars’ worth of artwork had been sold. 

The attendees lingered, comparing notes and sipping Korbel Brut champagne from crystal flutes. Finally, the gallery cleared. Millie offered to help the staff wrap and tag the sold pieces.

Up next was Dress the Guest, a passenger participation game where competitors dressed someone from their group. Kevin was her co-host. He arrived before her, setting up the teams and emptying boxes of clothing on the deck, all of it either donated by crewmembers or collected from lost and found after never being claimed.

He finished sorting out two separate piles of clean clothes and crossed the makeshift stage. “Did you happen to notice the group of women over there?”

“As a matter of fact, I did.” Millie had noticed the enthusiastic participants. “They have their game faces on.”

“Felix and I nicknamed them The Scrappers. They sign up for almost every contest and game show and have started to get a lot of attention from other passengers.”

“In a good way, I hope.”

“They know how to fire up a crowd. Blow the whistle, and you’ll see them in action.”

Millie explained the short and sweet game rules. Participants could use only one hand to dress their teammates. “The object is to put as many pieces of clothing on as you can in one minute. The team who accessorizes and dresses their guest the best wins.”

“We’re ready.” One of “The Scrappers” gleefully rubbed her palms together, and Millie could’ve sworn the woman snorted. 

She shot the other team, an even split of men and women, a quick glance. Although they appeared eager to win, “The Scrappers” had their eye on the prize—in this case, an upgraded version of a “ship on a stick.” Instead of a replica of Siren of the Seas mounted to a bland brown base, Millie had added a pinch of bling by including a little sparkle in the “o” in Siren of the Seas.

“On your mark…get set…go!” Millie blew the whistle and stepped back, clearing the area while the competing groups tore into the piles. Shirts, hats, socks and flip-flops flew in the air. Meanwhile, she and Kevin kept a close eye on the teams to make sure they abided by the rules and used just one hand.

She tried to keep track, to see who was ahead. The Scrappers’ competitors were also clearly “in it to win it,” loading up their teammate at a rapid rate.

“Fifteen seconds left!” Millie shouted. No one acknowledged the countdown. It had happened before…the contestants were in game mode and tuned out everything around them, which is where her whistle came in handy.

“Ten…nine…eight.”

The crowd chimed in for the final count. “…seven…six…five…four…three…two…one. Drop the clothes!” Millie gave the whistle two short blasts. The contestants dropped what they were holding.

“The Scrappers” teammate began peeling off the layers for Millie while Kevin helped the other team. For the first time in history, at least in her history of hosting “Dress the Guest,” there was a tie.

She presented the awards to the winners while a small crowd lingered to watch the festivities. She handed out the last “blinged” ship on a stick, intending to pack up the supplies, when a woman stepped in front of her, blocking her path. “Millie Sanders?”

“Was Sanders and is now Armati.”

“Yes. Of course. Oh, my gosh.” The young woman grabbed hold of Millie’s hand. “It’s such an honor to see you again. You might not remember me. My family and I were on your first cruise, back when you were assistant cruise director.” She pointed to herself. “I’m Skyler Timmer.”

“I’m sorry,” Millie apologized. “I don’t remember you, but then those first few cruises went by in a haze.”

“I was the teenager who threw up on your shoe. It’s because of you I fell in love with cruising. You were so funny and friendly. I told my parents someday I was going to be a cruise director.”

Millie studied the woman’s face. “I remember you now. I was hosting a mini golf competition. You had just finished eating an ice cream cone.”

“I’m so sorry for ruining your shoes.” 

“It’s all right. It was an accident.”

Skyler snagged her cell phone from her pocket. “Do you mind if I snap a picture of us?”

“Of course not.” Millie leaned in, smiling as the woman snapped a selfie.

“Thank you. I’ve been waiting for you to host an event so I could meet you again in person.” Skyler rambled on about how much she loved cruising, how Millie had inspired her to pursue her passion for starting a travel blog. “I was hoping to include you in one of my upcoming blogs. With your permission, of course.”

“I…” Millie hesitated. “I suppose it would be all right.”

“Thank you so much.” Skyler’s eyes lit. “It would be even better if I could chat with you for a few minutes, maybe ask a few questions. What made you decide to become a cruise director, who your role model was, if you plan to move up the ladder.”

One of “The Scrappers,” who was standing nearby listening in, nudged her. “How she caught the eye of the sexiest man on board the ship.”

“Captain Armati. We’re in love with the captain,” Skyler gushed. “He should be featured on the cover of GQ. In fact, I have a friend of a friend who is an editor and was thinking I would nominate him for an upcoming issue.”

“I’m not certain the captain would be interested, although I can’t speak for him.” Millie wasn’t sure how it happened, but somewhere along the way, the young woman had weaseled her way into a sit-down interview. Or perhaps she hadn’t, but was talking so fast, she talked her way into it.

“Perfect. I was going to sign up for the Stormy Seas Sailboat contest, but I can skip it and meet you in front of Ocean Treasures gift shop,” Skyler said. “You don’t have to worry about straightening your apartment. I won’t include any photos of the captain’s quarters. Although I’m sure my followers would love to see what it looks like.”

“Touring our apartment? This isn’t…”

Skyler quickly cut her off. “I should be going. See you at seven-thirty in front of the gift shop.” She impulsively hugged her. “You’re as sweet and wonderful as I remember. You don’t know how much this means to me. An interview could catapult my online presence.” 

Clutching her ship on the stick, the young woman gave Millie a friendly wave goodbye and hurried off.

Kevin placed his hands on his hips and whistled loudly.

“What just happened?” Millie asked. “One minute I’m handing out awards and the next I’ve signed myself up for a sit-down interview for a travel blog.”

“With a tour of your apartment, no less.”

“Oh no.” Millie shook her head. “Skyler may have finagled an interview, but there’s no way I’m letting her into our apartment.”


Chapter 19

Skyler and the upcoming interview were far from Millie’s mind while she worked her way from the front of the ship to the back, checking on activities and resolving minor issues.

During her staff chats, she heard rumblings about a showdown between two groups on board the ship. Millie quickly realized it was the same one she’d stumbled upon earlier and had radioed security to de-escalate.

She phoned Patterson during her break and filled him in on what she was hearing.

“I was afraid of this.” Patterson sighed heavily. “I’m hesitant to land a heavy hand on them, considering the only thing they’ve done so far is break a couple of bar glasses and get in each other’s faces. Are you hearing when or where this might go down?”

“No, but I’ll keep my ear to the ground.” Millie promised to let him know if she had an actual location or time before ending the call and heading to the galley, where it was all hands on deck.

Servers lined up along the staging counter, filling their trays with desserts—cheesecake, crème brûlée, deep-dish apple pie, chocolate sundaes. There was also one of Annette’s signature desserts—chocolate melting cake, which meant dinner service was winding down. 

She hovered off to the side, on the fence about whether she should hang around and wait for the galley to clear, when Amit flew around the corner, nearly colliding with her. 

They both stumbled back.

“Miss Millie.”

“Hello, Amit.”

“I am sorry. I did not see you standing there,” he apologized.

“It was my fault. I was in your blind spot,” Millie said. “I was hoping to chat with Annette, but you guys look busy.”

“We are almost done. I think she will want you to stay. She’s been working on a special dish and is looking for taste testers. Miss Cat has volunteered to sample it and should be here any time now.”

Millie patted her stomach. “I’m always up for taste testing, especially if it involves food you or Annette whipped up.”

“You are too kind. If you have time to wait, we will only be a few more minutes.” Amit hurried off while Millie perused the nearby racks containing an array of RTG bagged foods. The ready-to-go sack meals were popular with the ship’s employees, who rarely had time for a sit-down meal.

Even she had popped in at least once a week to grab a quick bite to eat. Nutritious food was Annette’s top criteria. She went through a lot of tweaking and testing. Feedback overwhelmingly confirmed she’d filled a much-needed gap in food for the staff.

While Millie waited, she perused the offerings: avocado yogurt with pasta and veggies, burrito bowls, crunchy PB&J wraps, BLT stuffed pitas. There was also a new section with a separate warming station for soups and hot sandwiches, now called the “HTG,” hot to-go meals.

“You must be hungry.”

Millie spun around and found her friend standing a few feet away. “Actually, I’m starving. That delicious Bimini Bakery & Café breakfast you treated me to is long gone.”

“I have the perfect meal.” Annette began sorting through the sacks. “This one is a little different, crafted for a more mature palate and keeping with the Bahamian theme.”

“Mature palate?” Millie perked up. “I’m intrigued.”

“Sorry I’m late.” Cat breezed into the galley and did a full stop when she saw Millie. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“Great minds think alike,” Millie joked. She motioned to Amit, who was loading an array of boxed cakes, ready to be delivered to Celebrations, the special occasions store. “Hey, Amit. Take a break and come eat with us.”

“The cakes can wait.” Annette grabbed a stack of to-go soup bowls and placed them on the counter. “How is your investigation going?”

“Remember when we were talking about tracing the gift cards? Donovan is already working on it.”

“I figured as much.” Annette passed out the bowls and kept the last one for herself.

Amit handed out spoons. “Miss Annette said you rented a golf cart and left it parked out by the dock.”

“Which reminds me, I need to ask Sharky to keep an eye on it.” Millie absentmindedly glanced at the clock. “Oh my gosh. It’s seven-ten.”

“Yes. And the first seating dinner hour is over. Woo hoo.”

“I need to gobble up my goodies and head out.” Millie reached for her spoon. “One of our guests is interviewing me for her travel blog.”

“Skyler Timmer,” Cat said. “She’s been making her rounds.”

“She was a passenger on board Siren of the Seas during one of my first cruises as assistant cruise director.”

Cat sprinkled salt on her soup. “No kidding. She mentioned your name when she stopped by the gift shop.”

“I’ve heard bloggers can become famous if the blog goes viral.” Annette grabbed a handful of saltines and placed them on the counter. “She remembered you after all this time. I would consider it a compliment.”

“I do, which is why I’m going to follow through and give her an interview. She seems like a go-getter.” Millie peeled back the corner of her lid. A burst of steam wafted up, releasing a tantalizing aroma, making her mouth water. “This smells delicious.”

“It’s Bahamian chicken souse.” Annette rattled off the ingredients. “The best part is its simplicity. You take chicken legs or thighs, cubed potatoes, yellow onion, celery, some garlic, along with a couple of spices, and throw them in a pot.”

Cat closed her eyes. “When I found out what you were making, I couldn’t wait to try it. I love simple yet savory recipes.” Her eyes popped open. “I noticed you’re still wearing the charm bracelet, Millie. Has anyone asked you about it?”

“Actually, I’ve gotten quite a few compliments and have reminded passengers to stop by the shops to collect their charms.”

“Thanks. I’ve noticed an uptick in shoppers, so I think it’s working.” Cat sampled her soup. “This is delicious. It’s as good as the fancy soups they serve in the specialty dining room.”

“Shh.” Annette pressed a finger to her lips. “If word gets out, the higher ups will make me add it to the dinner menu.”

Cat lowered her voice. “All right. It’s an acceptable meal worthy of the ship’s crewmembers.”

Millie laughed. “We eat some delicious food, whether it’s down in the cafeteria or up in the buffet. You won’t hear me complain. If I’m not cooking, then it’s all good.”

Annette peeled the wrapper off her crackers and sprinkled them on top of her soup. “Speaking of cooking, how’s married life treating you, Cat Walker?”

“It’s great,” she gushed. “Andy is such a sweetheart. He’s so thoughtful. He even remembers to put the toilet seat down.”

Millie chuckled. “Way to go Andy.”

“You look very happy, Miss Cat,” Amit chimed in. “Married life agrees with you.”

“Thanks Amit. I love Andy. Yesterday’s scare, thinking he, Millie, and the others were in danger, made me realize just how much. Andy said Donovan is working on tracking the gift card transactions.”

“He is, but we’re running out of time. We’re leaving port tomorrow whether we figure it out or not.”

“It isn’t because we haven’t tried,” Annette said. “Which reminds me, how is Felix?”

“Fine. I saw him earlier. You can’t even tell his face was swollen.”

Cat’s hand flew to her mouth. “What happened to Felix?”

“He got stung,” Annette and Millie said in unison.

“By a bee, while Millie was checking out the golf cart the scammer used as his getaway vehicle,” Annette added. “The guy is a janitor and works at the cop shop.”

Millie scraped the last morsel of potato from the bottom of her bowl. “He’s involved. I’m not sure who else is, but my money is on someone who works at Champion Collaboration.”

“It sure sounded like you, Millie,” Cat said. 

Annette finished her food and collected the empty containers. “Did you save room for dessert? I have a fresh Bimini key lime pie itching to be eaten.”

Millie licked her lips. “As tempting as pie sounds, I need to get going. Something tells me Skyler is probably already waiting for me. We’re meeting in front of Ocean Treasures.”

“I’ll need to take a raincheck too.” Cat set her spoon in the sink. “The soup was delicious. Thanks for sharing.”

“Sharing is caring,” Annette said. “So you think it will be a big hit?”

“Bigger than a hit,” Millie predicted. “It’s going to catapult you to the top of the culinary field, at least in the eyes of the crewmembers.”

“I appreciate the feedback. Good luck with your interview.”

“Thanks. I don’t mind answering questions, but something tells me she plans to dig a little deeper than I’m probably going to be comfortable with.” 

Little did Millie know her superfan had lofty ambitions, and she was banking on the ship’s cruise director being the ticket to catapulting her budding career.


Chapter 20

As suspected, the travel blogger was already waiting for Millie when she and Cat arrived at Ocean Treasures Gift Shop.

“Thank you for agreeing to let me interview you.” Skyler beamed. “My followers are intrigued at the thought of a woman being a cruise director. I told them I was hoping to meet with you while I was on board Siren of the Seas. I can’t wait to give them a behind-the-scenes look at your life.”

“It might not be everyone’s cup of tea, but it’s a dream job, at least for me.”

“I know we talked about an interview, but I was thinking…”

Millie was almost afraid to ask. “Thinking what?”

“Maybe I could follow you around for a couple of hours,” Skyler blurted out. “Kind of like job shadowing.”

“I’m not sure.”

“Please.” Skyler clasped her hands, a hopeful expression on her face. “I promise you won’t even know I’m there. I’ll be as quiet as a mouse.”

“You can always use an extra hand,” Cat chimed in.

Millie sucked in a breath and weighed her options. She could tell her no and risk the woman filling in the blanks, embellishing on the cruise director position or allow her to tag along for a few hours. If only she’d taken the time to check out Skyler’s travel blog beforehand. “I suppose there’s no harm in you shadowing me for a couple of hours.”

“Thank you. Thank you.” Skyler hopped up and down, delighted at the prospect of being Millie’s protégé.

“I should get back to work.” Cat caught Millie’s eye and winked. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

“I’m sure we will.”

Skyler waited until Cat was gone. “Where should we start? I would love to see the crewmembers’ quarters. Where they live. Where they eat. What they do when they’re not working.”

“We can start there and then we’ll be attending the captain’s dinner.”

“At the Captain’s Table?” Skyler squealed. “I ate an early dinner with my friends, but I would love to mix and mingle with the ship’s officers. I’ll have to stop by my cabin to change.”

Millie was starting to regret not finding a way out of the job shadowing. But it was too late. Her apprentice was clearly thrilled at the prospect of dining with Nic and being seated at the main table. “It is a more formal affair.”

“Cool. No worries. I won’t embarrass you.” Skyler picked up the pace, following Millie down to deck one. They reached the I-95 corridor and turned left, passing by the hallway where the crewmembers’ quarters were located.

They made a quick stop in the dining room, took a peek in the lounge and then the workout area before heading back upstairs. All the while Skyler snapped pictures with her cell phone.

Millie stopped when they reached the atrium area. “Dinner is at eight. I’ll meet you in front of the Blue Seas Dining Room.”

“Sounds good.” Skyler beamed brightly. “Thanks again, Millie. I appreciate you letting me hang out with you.”

After she left, Millie stopped by the Guest Services Desk. She caught Nikki Tan’s eye and made her way over.

“Good evening, Millie. Have you tracked down the scammers yet?”

“No, but I’m pretty sure I know how they pulled it off and have the name of a person involved. I need to figure out the others, but not tonight. I have my hands full.”

“I noticed you were chatting with Skyler Timmer.”

“You met her too?”

“She’s been making her rounds, talking to the staff and asking a bunch of questions for her travel blog. She cornered me and after she left, I checked it out.”

Millie perked up. “Do you remember the name?”

“I wrote it down.” Nikki grabbed her scratch pad. “It’s called ‘The Sky’s the Limit. Skyler’s Travel Blog.’”

Millie repeated the name. “She caught me off guard, and I agreed to let her shadow me this evening. In fact, I need to send Nic a quick text to let him know we’ll have one extra person at the Captain’s Table for dinner.”

“She’s clever,” Nikki said admiringly. “The girl went right to the top, or as close as she could get.”

“She went after what she wanted,” Millie agreed. “I admire ambition in a woman. Actually, I admire it in anyone.”

Nikki excused herself to help a passenger while Millie sent a message to her husband, letting him know Skyler would be dining with them. Instead of replying, her phone rang.

“I was wondering if you would find time between your investigation and work to squeeze in dinner with us tonight,” he teased.

“Of course. My job takes priority. The sleuthing will have to wait until morning, which reminds me. I need to ask Sharky to keep an eye on my golf cart.”

“You rented a golf cart?”

“It’s a long story.”

“To snoop?”

“To investigate,” she corrected. “It was cheaper to rent it for a full day.”

“You seem determined to figure out who scammed Cat, Danielle, and the others.”

“Because they used my voice to pull it off,” Millie said. “It’s a matter of principle.”

Nic sounded distracted. “I’ll let you go. See you downstairs in a few.”

“Skyler and me,” she reminded him. “A word of warning. She has a travel blog and isn’t afraid to ask questions.”

“I see. Thanks for the heads up.”

Millie told him goodbye and placed her phone in her pocket. She made a beeline for the dining room to track down Sanun, the head server for the Captain’s Table, and found him near the server’s station.

A wide smile filled his face when he noticed Millie. He hurried toward her. “Miss Millie. I haven’t seen you around lately. How are you?”

“Busy. I’ve been meaning to attend the formal night dinners, but somehow always get sidetracked.”

“By a new mystery,” Sanun said. “I was very upset to find out someone called the ship to say you, the captain and others had been kidnapped. Miss Cat, she was beside herself.”

“For good reason. The person on the other end of the line sounded exactly like me.” Millie tucked both arms behind her back. “Did you donate too?”

“Of course.” Sanun shrugged. “We needed to raise the money quickly because we thought your lives were in danger. I could not live with myself if I had not helped.”

Touched by his concern, Millie could feel tears well up in her eyes…tears and something else. Anger. What had happened was wrong. “I am so sorry. Captain Armati and Donovan Sweeney will make sure you’re reimbursed.”

“It is all right. What matters most is you are safe.” Sanun placed a white towel over his left arm and began stacking wrapped silverware on his tray. “Will you be joining the captain this evening?”

“I will, along with an extra guest. I was wondering if you could squeeze in one more place setting for a young female passenger. Her name is Skyler.”

“Skyler.” Sanun nodded. “We will fit her in. There will be enough room.”

“Perfect.”

“Mr. Sweeney, the captain, you, your guest, and three others who are VIP will dine with you.”

“I’m sorry for the short notice.” Millie could see the serving staff making their final preparations for the second seating dinner. “I’ll let you get back to work and will see you in a few minutes.”

She wove her way around the tables, exiting through the same set of doors she’d entered. Millie greeted several passengers who were already lining up, waiting to be seated. The captain’s dinner was the highlight of the cruise for many of them. It was a chance to dress up and dine on a favorite meal—steak and lobster.

She circled past the group and stood off to the side, waiting for Skyler. A flash of blue and bright yellow appeared. The young woman, her hair piled atop her head, wearing a diamond pendant necklace and matching bracelets adorning both wrists, appeared.

Millie let out a low whistle. “Look at you?”

“I clean up pretty good, huh?” Skyler twirled around. “I had hoped to snag an invitation to the Captain’s Table but figured my chances were slim to none.”

“I feel a little under-dressed.” Millie jokingly tugged on the bottom of her work jacket.

“You look fabulous, very official and all.” Skyler lowered her voice. “My stomach is doing somersaults. I was kinda nervous meeting you again, but the thought of sitting at a dinner table with the captain is making me break out in a cold sweat.”

“You’ll be fine.” Millie slipped her arm through Skyler’s. “He’s like any other person. He sleeps with his eyes closed and hogs the covers sometimes.”

“It must be awesome being married to the ship’s captain.” Skyler’s expression grew dreamy. “Maybe someday I’ll meet my own captain and he’ll sweep me off my feet.”

The women squeezed past the long line, making their way through the dining room to the secluded alcove where their table was located. The first to arrive, Sanun hurried over to greet them.

Donovan arrived, accompanied by Aliviah Martin, Aliviah’s sister and her cousin. Skyler rounded out the group of guests. Finally, Nic appeared, apologizing for running behind, and took his place at the head of the table, handling the introductions seamlessly.

The assistant server set baskets of fresh bread on the table and passed out dinner menus.

“It’s nice to see you again, Aliviah.” Millie warmly greeted her. “Don’t forget about our first official silent disco later this evening in the atrium.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Will the adorable little man who dressed like the disco kingpin be there?”

“Sharky?” Millie grinned. “Unfortunately, I don’t think so. He runs our maintenance department downstairs.”

“What a shame. He’s such a superb dancer.”

“And even more of a character,” Donovan said. “You were on hand for the crewmember’s trial run in the lounge?”

Aliviah’s eyes widened. “I hope I won’t get him in trouble, but that nice young man, Felix, from Millie’s department, sneaked me in. It was great fun. I felt like a part of the family.”

“Because you are.” Millie waited until Sanun finished taking their dinner orders to fill the others in, or more like warn them, about Skyler’s reason for being there.

“You have a travel blog?” Donovan asked.

“The name of it is The Sky’s the Limit. I have over ten thousand followers.”

“Very impressive,” Captain Armati said. “My wife tells me you’re shadowing her this evening with plans to include a write-up about your voyage.”

Skyler became animated, sharing her enthusiasm at the opportunity to get a glimpse at the behind-the-scenes. “I don’t want to appear intrusive or nosy, but I have compiled a few questions for Captain Armati and Purser Sweeney.”

Nic caught Millie’s eye. She shrugged. “I have no idea what her questions are.”

Donovan cleared his throat. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to give a brief insight into the purser’s position, as long as it doesn’t compromise the safety and security of the ship, crewmembers or passengers.”

Millie’s eyes slid to the side, noticing how Skyler licked her lips and tightly clutched her small notepad. Something told her the enthusiastic travel blogger wouldn’t hesitate to latch onto some little nitty gritty inner workings few on board, including the ship’s staff, knew about.

She wasn’t far off.


Chapter 21

Skyler waited to begin, midway between the appetizer and the main course.

The young woman prefaced the questions by telling Nic and Donovan she completely understood if they didn’t answer. “I was wondering about when you fire an employee. Do you drop them off at the next port or wait until you return from the voyage?”

Millie had to hand it to Donovan. He handled Skyler’s question perfectly and with a straight face to boot. “Depending on the severity of the reason for termination, we either escort them off the ship at the next stop and they find their own way home.”

“Which would be for a serious offense,” Millie interjected.

“Correct.”

Skyler’s eyes grew round as saucers. “Like murdering someone?”

“Murder, robbery, assault, those kinds of things,” Donovan said. “If it’s a less serious offense…abusing company policy, continually being written up for infractions, disobeying orders, fighting with other crewmembers, we would wait until the ship finishes the voyage and part ways. There is one other option.”

“What?” Enthralled by Donovan’s explanation, Skyler dipped her shrimp in the cocktail sauce and took a big bite, never taking her eyes off him.

“They can choose to swim home. We even offer to throw in a lifejacket.”

Millie, who had been sipping her water, coughed loudly. “Donovan,” she croaked.

Skyler’s jaw dropped. “Who would want to swim home?”

The ship’s purser chuckled. “I was kidding. Unless the crewmember lived in the port we were visiting, swimming home isn’t an option.”

“Oh.” The woman seemed slightly disappointed. She quickly recovered, posing her next question to the ship’s captain. “How do you feel about crewmembers fraternizing?”

“Fraternizing?”

“Dating,” Millie elaborated.

“It’s strictly against company policy.”

Skyler stared at Millie and then back at the captain. “Against company policy? But…”

“He’s joking,” Millie said. “If this was the case, we wouldn’t be married. Donovan wouldn’t be dating Joy Turner.”

“Joy Turner?” Aliviah spoke up. “The lovely young server who lived in England for some time?”

“Yes, that Joy,” Millie said.

“What a cute couple.” Aliviah patted Donovan’s back. “Congratulations. I had no idea.”

“Thanks. We’re both so busy, it’s hard to fit in time to spend together.”

Aliviah lifted her glass. “A toast to Skyler, who knows how to ask the right questions. I’m finding out some very interesting tidbits of information.”

The woman’s encouragement was all Skyler needed. She peppered Millie, Nic and Donovan with questions, some basic, while others were much more in-depth, bordering on intrusive.

Finally, it was time for Nic to address the diners. He excused himself to make his way to the center of the dining room. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I hope you’ve enjoyed our extended time on the beautiful island of Bimini. You will still have a few more hours for those who wish to pick up souvenirs or take a last-minute beach break before our ship leaves at noon tomorrow.” 

Nic mentioned several evening activities, including the silent disco, and then returned to the table for coffee and dessert. While the others chatted, he turned to ask Millie if she planned to stop by the apartment to let Scout out.

Skyler had apparently been eavesdropping on their conversation. “I would love to see where you live. I’ve heard the captain’s quarters are spacious compared to the crews’ quarters.”

“The decision is up to Millie.” Nic shrugged his shoulders as if to say he didn’t see the harm. 

“We don’t have to stay long.”

The woman was a verbal bulldozer on steroids, working hard to finagle an invitation to their private quarters. 

“We’ll see,” Millie said noncommittally. “We may be too busy to swing by there.”

“I’ll let Scout out,” Nic finally said.

Skyler abruptly stood. “I need to use the restroom.”

Aliviah set her napkin on the table, watching her walk away. “Wherever did you find this woman?”

“She found me,” Millie sighed. “During Dress the Guest. She was on one of my very first cruises, years ago, with her family.”

“And has been a fan of yours ever since?” Donovan arched a brow. “Have you checked out her travel blog?”

“Not yet, but I’m going to.”

“She seems harmless,” Nic said. “A little aggressive, but harmless.”

“I admire her spunk,” Millie said. “However, I draw the line at disclosing too much personal information which might make it onto the internet.”

The conversation ended when Skyler returned. “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting.”

“Not at all.” Millie downed the rest of her coffee. She thanked Sanun for a wonderful meal and told the others at the table she needed to make a quick stop before hosting her next event.

Millie and Skyler followed a large party out into the corridor. 

“I’ve been meaning to tell you I adore my new piece of jewelry.” Skyler tapped the top of her bracelet, identical to the one Millie was wearing, minus a few charms she still needed to collect. “The charms are neat. Giving them away is a brilliant marketing plan.”

“I’m glad you like them. I’ll pass the feedback onto Cat. She manages Ocean Treasures.”

“Cat who is married to Andy, who was the ship’s cruise director,” Skyler said.

“Correct. You must take good notes.”

The woman tapped the side of her forehead. “It’s all up here. I’m fascinated by the inner workings of cruise ships. Where are we going now?”

“Downstairs. I need to have a quick chat with Sharky, the maintenance supervisor.”

“Below deck?”

“Below deck, as in below the waterline. We were already down there when I gave you a brief tour of the dining room, lounge and workout area.”

“Being allowed access to the crew areas is exciting,” Skyler said.

The women reached the lower deck and walked to the other end of the ship, where Sharky’s office was located. Millie gave the door a light rap and eased it open.

She found Reef, the night supervisor, seated behind the desk. “Hey, Millie.” He motioned her inside.

“Hello, Reef. Is Sharky around?”

“He was down by the recycling center last time I saw him.”

Skyler, who had followed Millie into the office, stared at him. “You have a tattoo on your eye.”

“Yeah.” Reef frowned. “You got a problem with that?”

“N-no,” Skyler stammered. “I…I’ve never seen someone who tattooed around their eye before. Did you do it on purpose?”

“Staring is rude,” Reef said. He turned to Millie. “Who is this clown?”

“A passenger who also happens to be a travel blogger.”

“Shouldn’t she be upstairs?”

“Skyler is shadowing me this evening. I don’t think she meant to insult you.”

“No sir, Mr. Reef. I’m sorry if I offended you.” Her apology seemed to appease Reef, and he relaxed. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“I rented a golf cart. It’s parked outside. I was hoping you and Sharky could keep an eye on it for me tonight.” Millie told him she’d secured it to the post but didn’t want them having it towed.

“I noticed it earlier,” Reef said. “Me ‘n Sharky were wondering who it belonged to. I can let him know it’s yours and not to mess with it.”

“I need to check in with him, anyway.” Millie thanked Reef and followed her protégé into the hallway.

“That dude is creepy,” Skyler whispered. “Who puts a tattoo around their eye?”

“Reef is a good guy,” Millie said. “I think you hurt his feelings.”

“I didn’t mean to. Unfortunately, I have a bad habit of speaking my mind.”

“Because you have no filter.”

“Yep. No filter, although I could use one.”

At the end of the hall, they turned left, trekking to the recycling center.

Once inside, they found Sharky near the bins chatting with a worker. Fin sat inside the scooter’s basket which was parked nearby. He popped up when he caught sight of Millie standing in the doorway. 

“The bottom line is, you gotta do a better job of sortin’ through the stuff before you toss it in the bin.”

“Ten-four.” The crewmember saluted Sharky and hurried off.

“Bozo.” Sharky backed up, nearly colliding with Millie. He made a fast turn. “Oh. Hey, Millie. I didn’t see you standing there.”

“It’s my fault. We didn’t want to interrupt.” Millie scooped Fin up and he began purring loudly. “There’s my buddy. You’ve put on a little weight, fella.”

“It’s those gourmet cat treats that have been packing on the pounds,” Sharky said. “I’ve been trying to cut back, but who can resist this furry little face?”

“Not me.” Millie scratched his ears and gently placed him back inside the basket. “I like the new and improved basket. It seems a lot sturdier than the old one.”

“The old basket was an accident waiting to happen.” Sharky grabbed a twisted clump of metal and held it up.

“What happened?”

“I got into a little fender bender. The basket took the brunt of the crash. Thankfully, Fin wasn’t in it.”

“No kidding. It could have been bad.”

“I’ll be right over there.” Skyler wandered off, cell phone in hand.

Sharky waited until she was gone. “How’s your investigation going?”

Millie gave him a thumbs down. “I have the name of a person involved. I’m sure there’s at least one more.”

“Someone from the team building company you were with when the call came in?” Sharky asked.

“No. It’s an islander who works at the police department.”

Sharky’s jaw dropped. “A dirty cop?”

“A janitor who works for the cops.”

“Donovan stopped by earlier to pay me the money I donated for your rescue.”

“I’m glad to hear you got your money back. I’m still not giving up on finding out who did it.”

“I hope you get your guy or gal,” Sharky said.

“The reason I’m here is I rented a golf cart and was wondering if you and Reef could keep an eye on it for me.”

“Is it the one chained to the post right next to the gangway?”

“That’s the one. I rented it for a full day, figuring I might need it in the morning.”

“Sure thing. I’ll hook the charger to it and have it juiced up and ready to roll.”

“Thanks Sharky.”

The maintenance supervisor glanced over her shoulder and made a choking sound. “Hey! You can’t…”

Crash. A loud crash echoed from the vicinity of the compactor. Millie didn’t have to turn around to know Skyler was somehow involved.


Chapter 22

Millie ran across the room to where Skyler lay sprawled out, flat on her back, a dazed look on her face. “What happened?”

“I was…curious to see what sort of stuff went into the compactor, lost my balance and fell.” Skyler winced. “I think I landed on something sharp.”

With Sharky’s help, Millie gently rolled her to the side and found a crumpled tin can pressed against her back.

“You landed on a rusty can.” Sharky picked it up. “How up to date are you on your tetanus shots?”

“I can’t remember when I had my last one.”

Millie helped her to her feet. “We’ll need to stop by the medical center to have the doctor take a look at you.”

Sharky held out the can. “You’re gonna want to take this with you. What were you standing on?”

Skyler pointed to an overturned metal table a few feet away. “I guess it wasn’t as sturdy as I thought. I will say I applaud your recycling efforts because I didn’t see anything inside the compactor that wasn’t supposed to be there.”

Millie led her to the door and told her to wait. She returned to Sharky’s side. “I’m so sorry.”

He shot the woman a look of aggravation. “What’s her deal?”

“Skyler is a travel blogger. I agreed to let her follow me around this evening. She’s writing a story about the ship.”

“She’s a walking disaster. You better keep a close eye on her.”

“I will.” Millie briefly closed her eyes. “I suppose I should get going. Hopefully, Gundervan can get her in.”

“And gives her a tetanus shot. With enough pain, maybe she’ll learn her lesson and not go snooping around in places she shouldn’t be.”

“I’m not holding my breath.” Millie thanked him for taking care of her golf cart and escorted Skyler to deck two. They stepped inside the medical center and found a couple ahead of them who were quickly taken care of.

Millie checked in with the nurse at the front desk, briefly explaining the situation. “Here’s the can she landed on.” She handed it to her.

“I can’t say for certain, but my guess is Doctor Gundervan will want her to get a tetanus shot, just to be safe.”

The women waited a few more minutes until being called to a room in the back. The nurse took Skyler’s blood pressure, checked her pulse, heart rate and then asked a few questions about allergies and medications.

Doctor Gundervan arrived not long after the nurse finished. “Hello, Millie, young lady. I heard you had a run in with a rusty can.”

“Unfortunately. It was in the recycling center,” Skyler said.

The doctor shot Millie a puzzled look. 

She shrugged. “It’s a long story.”

“Because you’re unable to recall the last time you’ve had a tetanus shot, I recommend you get one.”

“And if I don’t want it?”

“Then you’ll sign a waiver saying you refused. It’s up to you if you want to risk it.” The doctor rattled off what she should watch for in the event the cut became infected.

Skyler lifted her hand. “Go ahead and give me the shot.”

“If you experience any complications, please don’t hesitate to call down here.” The doctor left. Another nurse, one they hadn’t yet met, arrived, making quick work of thoroughly cleaning her wound. He swabbed Skyler’s arm and administered the shot. After finishing, he handed her a printout with a list of potential side effects.

Millie thanked him and followed Skyler out of the center and into the corridor.

“That was fun—not.”

“And could have been avoided had you refrained from poking around in off-limit areas,” Millie pointedly said.

“I learned my lesson. I’ll stick by your side for the rest of the night,” Skyler promised.

“If you’re feeling up to it, I’m hosting a round of trivia at the casino bar.”

“I love trivia.” Skyler, excited at the thought of helping host trivia, forgot all about her trip to the medical center and rambled on about how she was somewhat of an expert.

By the time they arrived, a small crowd had already gathered. Millie put her to work, passing out pads of paper and pencils. Sticking with the Bimini theme, Millie posed a set of questions she considered interesting. “Bimini is famous for sport fishing but is also rumored to be the location of what city?”

Her next question was about food, followed by weather, statistics and even the distance from Bimini to the US.

She wrapped up the question portion of the contest and segued into the answer phase. “Does anyone know what city might be near Bimini?”

A woman raised her hand. “The Lost City of Atlantis.”

“Correct. The answer is the Lost City of Atlantis, also known as Bimini Road.”

Millie continued, quickly making her way to the end of the list. “How far is Bimini from the United States? If you answered 50 miles, you would be correct.”

She finished the trivia and awarded the prizes while Skyler sat quietly listening. Millie packed up the supplies. “How are you doing? You seem awfully quiet.”

“I’m trying to stay out of trouble.”

“It’s working,” Millie joked. “We haven’t had an incident in almost an hour.”

“Thank you again for letting me tag along. I don’t mean to be a pain in the butt.”

“It’s all right. I want to help you get your story.”

Skyler fiddled with her notepad, avoiding Millie’s gaze.

She eased in next to her. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

The woman lifted her head, and Millie could see tears in her eyes. “You remind me of my grandmother.”

Millie smiled softly. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“She’s one of the reasons I’m on this cruise. It was her money I used to book the trip. Grandma loved cruising.”

“I am so sorry.” Millie squeezed her hand, thinking the woman had passed away. “You must have been close.”

“We are.”

“Are?”

“She’s still alive, but doesn’t travel anymore. She’s in a nursing home.”

“I see. At least you still have her.”

“Which is why I want so badly for my travel blog to take off. She reads every post I write. I want her to be proud of me.”

“I’m sure she is.” Millie’s cell phone chimed. It was a text from Nic. Donovan dropped something off for you I’m sure you’ll be interested in.

I’m on my way. Millie gave Skyler a hand up. “We have a quick stop to make before our next event. How would you like to meet our pup, Scout?”

Skyler’s eyes lit. “You’re going to let me see your apartment, after all?”

“I am.” Millie playfully wagged her finger. “But only if you mind your manners and stay out of trouble.”

“I will.” Skyler made an “x” on her chest. “I promise.”

They reached the bridge, and Millie told Skyler to stand off to the side while she swiped her keycard and entered the access code.

Evening hours meant the lights were dimmed, giving the ship’s command center a soft glow. The front facing wall of windows created a picture perfect portrait of Bimini at night.

Skyler drifted to the windows. “The view is incredible,” she whispered.

“I agree. It’s a unique perspective. Although we offer behind-the-scenes tours, it’s during the day. Most passengers never get to see what I consider one of the best views on board.”

Skyler removed her cell phone from her pocket. “Is it okay for me to snap a picture?”

“I don’t see the harm, as long as you’re not photographing the navigational equipment.”

“I won’t.” Skyler shifted, angling herself so the controls were almost behind her, and took a few snapshots.

Nic strode over. “You didn’t have to make a special trip up here.”

Millie gave him a quick kiss. “We had a few minutes before the silent disco starts. I figured I would see what Donovan left for me and check on Scout.”

“I already let him out once, but I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to have you stop by.” Nic held up a small envelope. “Donovan mentioned tracking the gift cards to see if they’d been used.”

“He found something.” Millie studied the front of the envelope.

“Yes, but I don’t think you should follow up on it until tomorrow morning. It’s late.”

“I agree. It will have to wait until tomorrow.” Millie glanced at her name scrawled across the front before tucking the envelope in her pocket.

“Follow up on what?” 

Millie had almost forgotten about Skyler. “It’s…a small project I’ve been working on.”

“Most diligently,” Nic murmured under his breath.

Millie gave a slight shake of her head. The last thing she needed was for Skyler to catch wind of her investigation. She’d never be able to get rid of the woman.

“Would you like to meet our staff captain?” Millie introduced Skyler to Staff Captain Vitale before backtracking, and making their way down the small hall to the apartment.

Millie eased the door open and called her pup’s name. “Scout?” 

Clickety. Click. Scout trotted out of the kitchen and trampled over the top of Millie’s shoe before circling her legs.

“Oh my gosh.” Skyler dropped to her knees. “What an adorable little dog. How cute are you?”

Scout bulldozed into the young woman’s ankle and promptly bounced back. “Don’t hurt yourself like silly Skyler did.” She scooped the pup up and held him close, patiently waiting for him to finish licking her chin, her bandaged arm, any spot he could reach.

“Scout has never met a stranger.” Millie hung her lanyard on the hook by the door and slipped her work shoes off. “We don’t have a lot of time if you want to take a quick tour.”

“I do.” Skyler kissed the top of Scout’s head and reluctantly stood. She followed Millie to the kitchen, through the dining area, and into the living room. “There’s a small bath off to the side. Our bedroom and bathroom are upstairs.”

“And off limits.”

“Correct.”

Skyler’s sharp eye didn’t miss a thing. “You have a balcony.”

“Which was recently remodeled and expanded.” Millie slid the slider open. “It has the second best view on board, although I might be slightly biased.”

“It’s gorgeous.” Skyler, cell phone in hand, snapped a few pictures. She turned to Millie, an unreadable expression on her face. “You’re living the dream.”

“I am.”

“I would like to include a small intro about how you met Captain Armati. I mean, I know you were hired as assistant cruise director, so I’m sure you crossed paths regularly, but how did you catch his eye?”

“I could say it was my charm and wit, but to be honest, I have a tendency to try to help solve mysteries on board and in port, which inadvertently attracted attention from the higher ups along the way.”

“Solving mysteries?” Skyler asked. “Like an amateur sleuth-type hobby?”

“Precisely.” Millie thought about her current investigation. Although some were more of a third-party interest, this one was personal.

“And you built a reputation, so now if something happens, people turn to you for help. I bet the head of security and you have butted heads.”

“More than once,” Millie chuckled. “We’re also good friends.”

“So you stuck your nose in where you shouldn’t have. You got in trouble and caught Captain Armati’s eye.”

Millie thought about it. “Yes. In a roundabout way. It was unwanted attention, at least in the beginning.”

“I have a confession,” Skylar said. “Actually, I think I may have already mentioned it before.”

“What is it?”

“I have a huge crush on your husband.”

Millie laughed out loud. “You aren’t the only one.”

“Oh, I know. My friends think he’s super hot and hunky too. If I were you, I would keep an eye on him.”

“I trust Nic implicitly,” Millie said. “Having said that, there have been a few female passengers who have struggled with being told no.”

“I would never chase after a married man,” Skyler said. “I’m thinking someday I’ll find my own captain.”

“I hope you do.”

Skyler patted Scout’s head. “Do you mind if I use the restroom before we head to the next event?”

“Not at all.” Millie showed her the door to the downstairs bath and waited at the end of the hall. She pulled the envelope Donovan had left for her from her pocket, flipped the flap, and pulled out a single sheet of paper.

Printed at the very top were the words Visa Transaction Sheet. Directly below the heading was a series of numbers she guessed were the numbers associated with the gift cards.

There were only three lines with names and itemized descriptions. Her breath caught in her throat when one in particular jumped out at her, a merchant she knew well.


Chapter 23

Millie snatched her cell phone off the table, her hand trembling as she searched for the text from Felix, the one where he’d forwarded the picture he’d taken of Belmont. She double-clicked on the message and studied the man’s face. Hopefully, her new friend who worked at the Bimini bakery would recognize him.

There was still one minor problem. Actually, it wasn’t minor. It was major. Who else was involved in the scam?

Skyler returned. “I love your bathroom. Did you pick out the wallpaper?”

“No. Unfortunately, I can’t take credit. The apartment is exactly the way it was when I moved in, except for a few personal items I brought with me.”

“This is a cool place, way bigger than I imagined. Thank you for letting me see it and for introducing me to Scout.” Skyler scratched his ears and chin. “What’s next on our schedule?”

“Getting ready to host the silent disco. We did a test run with the crewmembers, which is what Aliviah Martin was talking about during dinner. It’s a lot of fun.”

“I can’t wait to check it out. Do you mind if I snap a photo of you and Scout?”

“Not at all.” Millie set her phone aside and picked up her pup, holding him close as they posed for the picture. “When are you adding this to your travel blog?”

“A couple of weeks after I get back from the cruise. I can send you a link when I upload it,” Skyler said.

Millie jotted her email address on a slip of paper and handed it to her. “I hope it goes viral and makes you a household name.”

“Me too. Followers love getting an inside scoop. I know I’ve said it a few times, but thanks again, Millie.”

“You’re welcome.” She set Scout on the floor. “It’s time to get going.”

Exiting the apartment, it was a straight shot along the main corridor, past the suites to a spiral staircase where they circled their way down.

“No wonder you stay in such good shape,” Skyler huffed. “I noticed you never take the elevators.”

“Confined spaces make me claustrophobic. You can meet me down in the atrium.”

“I don’t mind. I was merely making an observation.”

Millie shot her a side glance. “You’re very observant.”

“It kind of goes with the territory.”

“What territory?”

“A court stenographer.”

Millie abruptly stopped. “You work as a courtroom reporter?”

“Yeah. It’s an interesting job. Not as interesting as writing my travel blog, but it pays the bills.” Skyler shivered. “Some of those people who come into the court are downright scary.”

“How so?”

“They’re angry. They ooze anger, if that makes sense,” Skyler said. “I find the criminal mind fascinating.”

“Fascinating and, as you said, scary,” Millie said. “We once had a serial killer / stalker on board the ship.”

Skyler blinked rapidly. “For real?” 

“For real. It was during our repositioning voyage from the British Isles back to the US.”

“How did you know the killer was on board?”

“He was targeting me,” Millie said. “It’s a long story. We’ll need to save it for another day.”

They reached the center atrium and found Kevin setting up. Millie and Skyler began unboxing the headphones, arranging them in tidy rows. The sound crew arrived to set up the DJ station, which would be handled by Kevin.

Working together, the trio finished ahead of time, early enough for them to take a break.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m getting the almost-midnight munchies,” Millie said. “As luck would have it, the coffee shop behind us serves the most delicious caramel apple crumble cakes in the world.”

“You had me at caramel,” Kevin joked. “Let’s sneak over and grab an iced coffee and treat before we get started.”

Because of the late hour, there was only a small line ahead of them. Millie ordered an Americano with light cream and one of the crumble cakes. Kevin did the same except he chose an iced coffee while Skyler chose a French pastry and decaf hot tea.

Kevin set their tray on the table before pulling out Millie’s and Skyler’s chairs.

“Thank you.” Skyler primly perched on the edge. “You’re such a gentleman.”

“You’re welcome. I try.” Kevin waited for them to slide in before taking the empty seat next to Millie. “A little birdie told me you’re a travel blogger.”

“I am. My site is called, ‘The Sky’s the Limit.’”

“What made you decide to start a blog?” he asked.

“My grandmother, who loved traveling, especially cruising.”

“I’m sorry.”

“She’s still alive, although no longer able to travel. I’m hoping someday I’ll have enough followers to quit my day job.”

“Which is?”

“Courtroom reporter.” Skyler briefly filled him in while Millie sat silently watching them, sensing an inkling of attraction between the two.

As the minutes passed, it became clear it was more than an inkling and more like a spark. Thinking it was the perfect time to make herself scarce, she stood. “I’m going to make a quick trip to the bathroom and head over to check guests in.”

Kevin slid his chair back. Millie stopped him. “Stay. Finish your coffee and snack. I can handle it for a few minutes on my own.”

“Are you sure?”

Millie eased in behind Skyler, whose back was to her, and caught Kevin’s eye. She winked. “One hundred percent. Take your time.”

The tips of his ears turned bright red. “Thanks, Millie.”

“You’re welcome.” Humming under her breath, she made a quick pit stop to freshen up. She returned to the makeshift stage and table and found several passengers already waiting. “Are you here for the silent disco?”

“We are. We’ve done them before. It’s a blast.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” Millie handed out several sets of headphones, reminding the passengers to drop them off at the table after the disco ended.

Kevin slipped in next to her, grabbed the microphone, and stepped onto the stage. “Come on over and join Millie and me for the dance party of the century,” he said. “Boogie, bop, shimmy and rock. We’ll have a little bit of everything for everyone.”

The dance floor quickly filled. At five ‘til, the lights dimmed. A glittery disco ball lowered. A rainbow of neon lights reflected off the walls and ceiling. “Let’s kick this off with a tune from nineteen seventy-five. For those of you on the dance floor, tune your headphone to whatever channel sets the mood to get your feet dancing and your hips swaying.”

Millie hummed along to the song. It was one she knew the words by heart and was instantly transported back to her younger years. She lifted her gaze, noting the onlookers lining the balcony on all three decks, squeezing in to watch the disco party in action.

The main floor was standing room only. They ran out of space and the dancers spilled over into the seating and lounge area. Soon, it seemed as if everyone from the main floor to the upper open decks was dancing along.

She caught a familiar face in the crowd. Actually, there were two. It was Andy and Cat, hands in the air, dancing around each other, clapping, shimmying and stomping.

Andy waved to someone. It was Donovan and Joy over by the center support beam, cutting a rug.

Kevin kept it going, seamlessly segueing into a second tune, this one slightly slower. The light dimmed, and couples began swaying in circles.

“May I have this dance?”

Millie turned to find Nic standing behind her. Her breath caught in her throat. “Absolutely.”

He pulled her close and she could smell his cologne mingled with his aftershave. Millie closed her eyes. The crowd faded. It was just the two of them, moving in slow motion to the music.

All too soon, the song ended. Nic reluctantly pulled away. “I forgot how good you felt in my arms.”

“And I forgot how good it felt to be in your arms.” Millie smiled softly.

“We should do this more often.”

“And we can, at least twice per cruise.”

“It’s a standing date, then.” Nic placed a light kiss on her cheek. “I have a surprise for you.”

“A surprise?”

“I can’t tell you what it is. What I can tell you is you’ll need to clear your calendar for a special breakfast first thing tomorrow morning.”

“What time?”

“At seven in The Vines, before we begin our day. I know it’s early, but it’s the only spot I could fit it in.” Nic lifted her hand and placed a light kiss on top. “I might not be able to slip away again, but if I do, save the last dance for me.”

“Always and forever.” Millie’s heart did a little pitter patter as Nic walked away. He only made it a few feet before a female passenger blocked his path.

He politely shook his head. A gentleman stood nearby. Nic motioned to him. After a brief word, the man led the woman onto the dance floor while her husband continued making his way back toward the bridge.

Millie briefly wondered how many women had approached her husband over the years. If she had to guess, it was too many to count.

The beat picked back up, and a group of passengers stopped by the table to ask about headphones, which were no longer available. It was clear they would need more to keep up with the demand.

At the one hour mark, Kevin announced it was time for a brief break. “We have one final set starting in five minutes, songs requested by some of you.”

Millie waited for him to finish his announcement and met him on stage. “This is more popular than I ever imagined. Where’s Skyler?”

“Hanging out with her friends.”

“She’s a pretty girl,” Millie said. “You two seem to hit it off.”

“We have a lot in common,” Kevin said. “We might hang out later after the cruise ends and she’s officially no longer a passenger.”

Bang. Snap. A bang echoed, followed by a scream so loud that it ricocheted from the top of the domed ceiling.


Chapter 24

Things moved fast as the ship’s security team surrounded the instigators, who were arguing near the specialty coffee shop. Millie wasn’t surprised to discover it was the same group who had argued earlier up by the bar.

Patterson arrived moments later, and the situation quickly calmed when security guards escorted two men away from the crowd.

“Let’s clear the area, folks,” Kevin said. “It’s time to get back to our groovy tunes.” He turned the tunes back up and the dancers returned to the floor. Only a few stragglers were still lingering near the coffee shop when Millie made her way over.

“I guess it isn’t a good dance party without some sort of scuffle,” she joked. “I noticed a couple of them being taken away.”

Patterson told her the men were being escorted back to their cabins, where they would remain for the rest of the evening. “If they don’t knock it off, we’re kicking them off at the next port, or before we leave here tomorrow.”

Millie patted her pocket and the note with the list of gift card transactions. “Did Donovan give you a copy of the Visa card transactions?”

“He did. You’ve already done the footwork. Do either of the places sound familiar?”

“Yes. Bimini Bakery & Café. Annette, Danielle and I had breakfast there this morning. We met Kendall, whose family owns the place. She’s interested in applying for a job on board a cruise ship. I sent her an application.”

“Which means she might be able to help you figure out who used the gift card at the restaurant.”

“Absolutely.” Millie gave him a thumbs up. “From what she said, the bakery is where all the locals go. She mentioned how she’s always working, which means chances are she might recognize Belmont Philips or, even better, might remember waiting on a customer who used a Visa gift card to purchase their meal.”

“If we can link the card to a specific person, we have our scammer.”

“At least one of them.” Millie told him she was still convinced it was an inside job, that someone who worked for Champion Collaboration was involved.

“I’ve already run a background check on the group who hosted our outing,” Patterson said. “All of them came back clean.”

“Allen Samanski, Jutel, Polly, and Jan, the event coordinator.”

“I even checked into the ferryboat captain, Vihaan.” Patterson changed the subject. “I ran into Sharky. He said you rented a golf cart and left it parked out on the dock.”

“I’m going back to Alice Town in the morning. I’m this close.” Millie pinched her thumb and index finger together. “A hundred bucks says Belmont is involved. What about him? Maybe you should run a check on him.”

“Why?”

“Why not?”

Patterson shook his head. “Think about it. Where does Belmont Philips work?”

“At the police station, as a janitor.”

“Don’t you think the island’s authorities would have run a check before hiring him?”

“True. Okay, so he doesn’t have a record. It doesn’t mean he didn’t commit the crime.”

“I agree, which is why I would like to go with you tomorrow when you chat with the bakery employee,” Patterson said.

Millie perked up. “Are you suggesting we officially team up and work on a case together?”

“With me leading the investigation,” he said. “You already know the woman. She’ll be more apt to share information with you.”

Millie did a mental calculation. “Nic has a special breakfast planned at seven. I can meet you on the dock around eight fifteen-ish.”

“Eight fifteen. See you then.” Patterson strolled off, and Millie watched him go. Would they be able to link Belmont Philips to the scam? She hoped so. Something told her Kendall Thompson might be the perfect person to give them a hand.

Thankfully, the silent disco wrapped up with no further incidents, and Millie’s protégé helped clean and store the headphones after the party ended.

“This is the end of my day,” Millie told her. “Do you think you have enough material for your blog?”

“More than enough.” Skyler stifled a yawn. “I have to admit, I’m exhausted. I don’t know how you keep a schedule like this day in and day out.”

“Years of training,” Millie joked. “Seriously, it takes some time getting used to, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“I know I basically invited myself to follow you around. I appreciate you being such a good sport about it, for giving me a glimpse into what your life is like. Hashtag goals.”

“You still think you would enjoy this kind of job?”

“Think I would? I know I would. We’ll cross paths again, Millie. Someday, somewhere down the road, we’ll meet again. Who knows? Maybe I’ll be your assistant cruise director.”

The woman walked away, and Millie watched her go. She had little doubt Skyler Timmer would pursue her dream. Attitude and determination were half the battle. The woman clearly had both.

*****

Nic grasped his wife’s hand and led her into The Vines dining room. “I hope you’re hungry.”

“Actually, I am. The last thing I ate was a slice of caramel apple crumble cake from the specialty coffee shop right before the silent disco started.”

“Patterson told me there was an incident involving two passengers.”

“Which was a spillover from an earlier incident at the tiki bar. He quarantined them in their cabins. Hopefully, they see the error of their ways and will start behaving themselves,” Millie said. “If not, it’s going to be one long voyage with both of them on board.”

The couple slipped inside the empty restaurant, making their way to a table for two overlooking the harbor. Sitting on top of the crisp white tablecloth was a vase containing a single red rose.

“How romantic.” Millie bounced onto the tips of her toes and kissed her husband. “We have the restaurant all to ourselves.”

“I’m sorry we couldn’t swing dinner or another couples’ massage, but I figured breakfast for two would be a wonderful way to start a busy day.” Nic pulled out a chair and waited for Millie to take her seat. “We rarely eat breakfast together.”

“I could count on one hand the number of times we’ve eaten our first meal of the day at the same table. I’m lucky if I have time to grab a yogurt and a cup of coffee.” Millie smoothed the napkin on her lap. “Thank you for planning a special date.”

“You’re welcome.” Nic took his seat across from her. “What could be better than gazing across the table into my bride’s mesmerizing eyes?”

Millie’s expression grew mischievous. “All of this special attention. Private dining, a secluded table for two. What’s going on?”

“Nothing, although I have a small surprise.”

“Captain Armati. Miss Millie.” Amit hustled over, coffeepot in hand. “You are right on time.”

“What are you doing here?” Millie asked.

“I am here to take care of your breakfast.” Amit turned the coffee cups right side up and filled both. “At the captain’s request, we’ve prepared a special breakfast.”

“This is five-star treatment. I’m not sure I deserve all of this.”

“You deserve to be pampered and more,” Nic said. “Amit volunteered to serve our meal.”

“For two of my favorite people.” Amit set the pot off to the side. “I will bring the first course—fruit and bread.” He wheeled a cart over, carefully arranging the pastries and mixed bowls of fruit on top of their empty dinner plates. “Enjoy.”

“Thank you. I’m sure we will.” Millie and Nic bowed their heads.

“Dear Heavenly Father, thank you for my wonderful husband, my best friend, who is so thoughtful and loving. He’s such a blessing to me. I pray we have many more years together.”

Nic picked up. “We ask you to bless this food. Watch over us today as we wrap up our time here in Bimini and begin the next leg of our journey.”

“Amen,” the couple echoed in unison.

Millie plucked a flaky croissant from the basket of bread. She split it in half and slathered a thick layer of creamy butter inside. “I can feel the pounds packing on.”

“You haven’t gained an ounce since the day we met,” Nic argued.

“Only because I never sit still. Stairs are my friend.” Millie nibbled the corner, savoring the flavor as the decadent croissant melted in her mouth. “You haven’t changed either. You still take my breath away every day.”

“I saw Cat and Andy out on the dance floor last night,” Nic said. “Married life seems to suit them.”

“They’re living their happily ever after,” she said. “Cat is in love and Andy dotes on her, like someone else I know.”

“If we have too many more couples marrying, we’ll have to rename our ship the Love Boat.”

“Right?” Millie grinned. “I could think of worse things to be called.”

The couple chatted about their plans for the day until Amit arrived with mouth-watering eggs benedict, a side of buttermilk French toast, crispy bacon, and home fries. 

“All of this food,” Millie groaned.

“Can be saved for later or tomorrow.” Amit filled the table until there wasn’t an empty spot left. “I will box up what cannot be eaten. For now, enjoy.”

The couple sampled each of the dishes, with Nic insisting the eggs benedict was his favorite, while Millie claimed the French toast was a slice of heaven.

It didn’t take long for the couple to become full. Amit returned and boxed up the leftovers, placing them on a nearby empty table. He insisted on refilling their coffee and having them sample a decadent lemon cream cheese loaf he had made.

Nic handed him an envelope. “This is for you, a token of our appreciation for making this meal special.”

Amit started to shake his head.

“I insist.”

“It was my pleasure.” Amit folded his hands and gave a small bow. “Anytime. I will serve you.”

Millie waited for Amit to walk away. “Breakfast was wonderful. Everything was perfect and I couldn’t have chosen a better menu.”

“I have to agree. It was delicious.” Nic pulled a second envelope from his jacket pocket. “There was a reason for planning the breakfast.”

“You mentioned something about a surprise.”

“It’s this.” Nic placed the envelope on the table and slid it toward her. “I’ve been working on it for over a month now.”

Millie shot him a puzzled glance before picking it up. She flipped the flaps and pulled out a single sheet of paper, immediately recognizing the Majestic Cruise Lines’ logo at the top. “This is an email from headquarters.”

“It is.”

She skimmed the first paragraph, her heart skipping a beat. “I can’t believe this.”


Chapter 25

Millie stared at the email. “You arranged for both of us to take our break at the same time?”

Nic beamed. “It took a little finagling and more than a smidgen of rearranging, but we both have the same break in service before flying to Vancouver to catch up with Siren of the Seas and start our summer season touring Alaska.”

“To go to Michigan to visit my children and grandchildren?” Millie’s throat clogged, and she could feel tears well up in her eyes. The couple had been struggling to figure out a way to be off at the same time, but it hadn’t worked, at least not until now.

“We’ll fly to Italy first, spend time with Fiona and a few of my old friends. I figured it would make more sense to work our way west. Our second stop will be Michigan, which is much closer to the West Coast. After our time with your family, we’ll fly over to Vancouver and catch up with Siren of the Seas. Unfortunately, they didn’t give us much notice.”

“Let me send a copy of this to Blake and Beth, so they can start planning for our visit.” Millie promptly snapped a photo of the approval and forwarded it to her children, who both replied moments later, thrilled their mother and Nic would soon be home.

She sprang from her chair and threw her arms around his neck. “This is wonderful. I’m so excited. We can drive up to the bridge. It might still be a little chilly, but we can bundle up and ride bikes around Mackinac Island.”

“I can’t wait to see all the places you’ve told me about, and for us to visit Bertoli,” Nic said. “There’s a small resort town nearby. I’ve already rented a small cottage by the sea. Would you like to see pictures?”

Millie could feel her excitement grow at the thought of time off. Not only time off, but precious time spent with loved ones. “You always mention the food. I can’t wait to try some authentic Italian dishes.”

“I have so many dishes you must try. I had hoped we could rent a car and drive to Michigan with a couple of extra days to stop by Savannah, Georgia, to visit Carlita and the Garlucci family. Unfortunately, given the tight timeline, and flying overseas first means this won’t work.”

“I agree. Perhaps we’ll plan a trip to Georgia another time.” Millie reluctantly consulted her watch. “Our breakfast for two is over.”

“When are you meeting Patterson?”

“Quarter after eight. I need to get a move on.”

Nic grabbed their leftovers and followed his wife out of the restaurant. “The ship leaves at noon. You’ll need to be back on board before we pull the gangway.”

“We will. As soon as we have concrete proof, we’ll turn it over to the authorities to handle.”

“You make it sound easy,” Nic said.

“Optimistic. I’m optimistic we’ll figure this out with the help of Kendall, the server Annette and I befriended. By the way, she’s hoping to get a job on board a cruise ship. She’s a hard worker. Maybe you can put a good word in for her, as well.”

“I will. We’re always looking for good, hardworking crewmembers.”

The couple parted ways in the corridor, with Millie taking the stairs two at a time. She dinged her keycard and strolled down the crewmember’s gangway. She veered left, heading in the direction she’d parked the golf cart, and found Patterson already there waiting for her.

“You’re right on time,” he said as she drew closer. “If my preliminary research is accurate, the café your new friend works at isn’t far from the police department.”

“Only a couple of blocks away.” Millie unlocked the padlock securing the cart and placed it in the glove box before climbing in. “Kendall told us she works at the café every day, so she should already be there.”

“You mentioned she was interested in working on board a cruise ship?”

“She is, and she’s also accustomed to working long shifts. I think she might be a good fit.” Millie told him Annette offered to handle her application and even put in a good word for the woman. “I suppose living in paradise has its pluses and minuses.”

“So does working on a cruise ship.”

“You know it.” 

They reached the outskirts of Alice Town and Millie swung around, pulling into Bimini Bakery & Café’s parking lot.

She switched the cart off and pocketed the keys before catching up with Patterson on the sidewalk. Although busy, they managed to find a table in the corner only steps away from the server station.

The head of security took a seat facing out, which gave him an unobstructed view of the dining area. “Do you see the woman?”

“She’s over there, waiting on some people by the window. I think she saw us.” Millie gave her a friendly wave. “Here she comes.”

Kendall cut through the center of the restaurant and stopped when she reached their table. “Good morning, Millie. I did not think I would see you again. I heard your ship is leaving today.”

“Around noon, which means we don’t have a lot of time.” Millie introduced her to Patterson. “This is the head of our security department, Dave Patterson.”

“It ‘tis my pleasure to meet you.” Kendall lifted the coffeepot. “Would you like coffee?”

“I’ll take a Coke please,” Patterson said.

“I’ll take a cup of coffee.” Millie flipped her cup over. “Have you had a chance to fill out the application I forwarded to you?”

“I filled it out and sent it to Ms. Delacroix first thing this morning. Do you think I have a shot at an interview?”

“I don’t see why not, especially if Annette puts in a good word for you.”

Kendall’s expression grew faraway. “It would be a dream come true. I have been praying, asking God to get me off this island.”

“I hope you get the chance,” Millie said sincerely. “The reason we’re here is someone on the island has been using a Visa gift card issued to our ship. We traced one of the transactions to this restaurant.”

Kendall’s brows furrowed. “They stole it?”

“Not technically.”

“It’s a little complicated,” Patterson said. “We were wondering if those types of cards are often used here.”

“Most customers…they have their own credit cards, you know? Although I don’t pay too much attention to the type of card, I do occasionally process transactions using them.”

Millie removed her cell phone from her pocket and pulled up the picture of Belmont Philips. It was the one Felix had forwarded to her. “There’s a man, an islander, we’re trying to locate. I believe he works at the police station and was wondering if you recognized him.” She handed her phone to Kendall.

“Yes. I know this man. His name is Belmont. You are correct. He works for the police force as a janitor.” An odd expression flitted across Kendall’s face. “He is a regular and now that I think about it, he owns the golf cart you were asking me about.”

“There’s something else,” Millie guessed.

“Yes. He used a Visa gift card yesterday to purchase his meal.”

Millie shot Patterson a quick glance. 

“Do you know anything else about him? Who he hangs out with, where he lives, who his friends might be?” Patterson asked.

“He’s only recently moved to the area. The only reason I know he works for the police force is because he asked if we offered a discount for first responders and officers, which we do.” Kendall told them when she asked to see his identification, he admitted he worked as a janitor. “His position doesn’t qualify for a discount.”

“Is there anything about him, maybe a name he mentioned, someone he brought in here with him?” Patterson pressed. “Polly or perhaps Jan?”

Kendall thought about it. She shook her head. “I’m afraid not. He has a small dog but does not bring him here often. I think he may have a female friend, someone who moved here with him and has not been on the island for very long. He always eats alone and pays cash until yesterday when he used the Visa card, so I think she may have a job.” 

Patterson removed the Visa transaction sheet from his pocket. “When he used the Visa card, do you recall if it was around noon?”

“It could have been.” Kendall held up a finger. “We still have copies of yesterday’s receipts. I will go check. It might take me a few minutes to find it.”

“We’ll wait.” Millie thanked her and told her to take her time.

“If this woman helps us link Belmont to the Visa card, we can take this information to the authorities and ask them to open an investigation,” Patterson said after she left.

“But we still don’t have the names of all parties involved. Kendall said Belmont mentioned a female friend who moved here with him.” Millie’s scalp started to tingle as a small clue bounced around in her head. “I have some small clue I can’t quite put my finger on, but I think we’re getting close.”

“Close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades,” Patterson said. “Solving half the mystery is better than none.”

“I suppose.” While they waited, Millie studied the photo Felix had forwarded. “It wasn’t very smart of Philips to use the card while our ship was still in port.”

“Some criminals aren’t too bright. Although whoever was involved was savvy enough to recreate your voice and convince your friends to part with their money to save us.”

“True, so maybe he’s thinking we wouldn’t look into it or he figures there’s no way to track the cards.”

“For the average consumer, there isn’t,” Patterson said. “But because we’re a vendor, Donovan was allowed special access.”

Kendall returned moments later, waving a receipt in the air. “I found it.”

“Awesome.” Millie clapped her hands. “It didn’t take you long.”

“We keep card receipts separate from cash receipts. It’s an even split, so I only had to dig through half the pile. You also had a general timeframe, making it easier to track down.”

“Can I take a look?”

“Sure.” Kendall handed the receipt to Patterson.

He set it on the table and placed the Visa transaction report next to it. “The numbers are a match. The card used was one of the ship’s Visa cards,” Patterson confirmed. “You’re sure this man, Belmont Philips, was the person who used this card?”

“Almost one hundred percent,” Kendall said. “The order was attached to the ticket. A double cheeseburger with extra pickles, sweet potato fries, and a Dr. Pepper. He orders the daily lunch special every time he comes here.”

Patterson snapped a picture of the receipt and order alongside his copy of the transaction page. “We have solid evidence we can turn over to the authorities.”

“He’s working with someone,” Millie insisted. “We still have a little time before we need to be back on board. Maybe we can track him down, confront him, and get him to name names.”

“If he’s not at the police force station working, we would need to locate him. It would be like searching for a needle in the haystack.”

“I might have a bit of good news for you,” Kendall said. “I know where Belmont Philips lives.”


Chapter 26

Kendall continued. “It’s South Bimini, one of the barrier islands. There’s a ferry you can take across.”

“Perfect. Where do we go to pick it up?”

“You’re leaving soon,” Kendall said. “The ferry runs on an hourly schedule.”

“Sharky.” Millie snapped her fingers. “He can use one of the lifeboats to take us over to South Bimini.”

“Can you tell us exactly how to find his place?”

“I can’t tell you exactly, but I can steer you in the general direction.” Kendall explained most islanders who lived on South Bimini lived on either Air Port Road or Bimini Sands Road. “There are only a couple of residential streets. The rest are condos and apartments. Golf carts are transported back and forth via the ferry. Most islanders who live on South Bimini and work on North Bimini leave them here so they don’t have to pay the extra fee to keep bringing them back and forth.”

Millie’s heart plummeted. “Which means we won’t be able to figure out where he lives because his golf cart will be in Alice Town.”

“Unless.” Kendall lifted a finger. “Mr. Philips has a cop shop sticker giving him free ferry service since he works for the police force.”

“Which he does,” Millie said. “The sticker in his windshield is how we figured out he worked for the police department to begin with.”

“Then he has complimentary ferry service between the islands as a government employee,” Kendall said.

“You’ve been a huge help.” Millie removed a twenty-dollar bill from her purse.

Patterson stopped her. “I want to contribute to this investigation. I’ll pay for the drinks.” He took a twenty and a five from his wallet and handed it to Kendall. “Keep the change, and good luck on your job application.”

“Thank you. I think this will work out for me. It also doesn’t hurt to have someone put in a good word.”

Patterson downed the rest of his soda and stood. “It looks like we need to make a quick trip to the police force station. If Belmont’s golf cart isn’t there, we’ll head to South Bimini Island.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and find Belmont and his female friend.” Millie hustled to keep up with Patterson’s quick pace. “The easiest solution would be to call Allen Samanski and ask him if he’s heard of Belmont Philips.”

“Unless he’s in on it. We don’t want to tip our hand.”

“True.” Millie slid behind the wheel and sped out of the parking lot, taking the side streets all the way to the police force’s station. A quick check confirmed the parrot and palm tree golf cart wasn’t there.

Patterson pulled his phone from his pocket. “I’ll give Sharky a call and have him get the lifeboat ready to go.”

“We’ll be back at the port as fast as this battery-powered set of wheels can cruise.” Millie stomped on the gas, gripping the steering wheel tightly. She swerved around some slower moving vehicles, not letting up on the pedal until the port was in sight.

The security guard must’ve recognized Patterson and waved them through, saving them a few precious moments.

Off in the distance, Millie spotted Sharky standing on the dock. He waved his arm, signaling for her to pull alongside him.

“That was fast.”

“I put the pedal to the metal.”

“You can leave the golf cart here,” Sharky said. “Reef’s gonna take care of it so we can get going.”

“Hold up.” Oscar appeared on the gangway and jogged toward them. “Sharky filled me in on what’s going on. Do you need some backup?”

“It wouldn’t hurt to have one more set of eyes and ears on the lookout,” Patterson said.

The four of them stepped into the lifeboat, and Sharky signaled for a deckhand to untie them. They cleared the dock. He eased up on the throttle, effortlessly navigating around the massive cruise ship and reaching open water.

“Which way?” Sharky asked.

“Toward South Bimini Island, which is due south of here.”

“Got it. I remember seeing it when I was cruising around, thinking we might have to rescue you.” Sharky skirted the shoreline. “From what I could tell, there were two marinas. Which one do you wanna go to?”

“The one closest to Air Port Road. My guess is that it’s near public transportation,” Patterson said.

“Aye-aye.” Sharky increased their speed. The lifeboat skimmed over the water, moving at a fast clip until the southern tip of the island and marina appeared. As they drew closer, he circled once, searching for the public docking area.

“We might have a slight problem.” Millie pointed to a large sign, Docking by Permit Only. “The last thing we need is to have our boat towed.”

“I will stay with the vessel,” Oscar said. “You have a bigger problem.”

“How to get around the island,” Sharky said.

“I may have already found a solution.” Millie glimpsed a rack of bikes with a “for-rent” sign directly above them. “We’re going to have to rent bikes.”

Sharky eased into an empty slip. When they were close, Oscar hopped out and secured the boat. 

Only steps away was a large wooden sign sporting a map of South Bimini. Millie grabbed her cell phone and snapped a picture. 

“Kendall mentioned Air Port Road and Bimini Sands Road,” Patterson said. “The good news is we’re close. I can see the airstrip on the other side of the street.”

While the men secured the vessel, Millie made a beeline for the bike stand. She stepped beneath the awning and began perusing the limited inventory. “How much for three bicycles for an hour?”

“Thirty dollars per bike per hour.”

“Thirty dollars per hour?” Millie gasped. “I can almost rent a golf cart for that kind of money.”

“I have limited inventory. Supply and demand.”

“Talk about price gouging.” She briefly contemplated the idea of walking. As Patterson had pointed out, the airport was in sight. But then again, they were on a tight timeline not to mention the bright sun was beating down. Beads of sweat were already forming on her brow.

“How about giving me a price break for renting three?”

“I can give you a five-dollar discount.”

“I’ll take it. I need three for an hour.” Millie reluctantly handed the man cash, the last of the money she had on her. He counted out the change. “Do you need a map of the island?”

“How much are maps?”

“Ten dollars.”

“No thanks.” Millie pocketed her change. “We’re here to take a look around the residential areas. We were told Air Port Road and Bimini Sands Road were where most locals lived.”

“Correct. The other properties, the ones closer to the water, are mostly daily and weekly vacation rentals.”

“I appreciate the info.” Millie steered the bikes over to the slip. “I rented bikes. Try not to crash. Something tells me it would cost an arm and a leg to buy one of these gems.”

“I’m not sure about a bike.” Sharky began shaking his head. “My legs are a little short.”

Millie gauged the distance from the bike seat to the foot pedals. “I think you can manage. Besides, we don’t have far to go. Take it for a spin. If you want to pass, maybe you’ll need to stay here with Oscar.”

“On second thought, I’ll make it work.” Sharky climbed on the bike, placed one foot on the pedal, and shoved off. The handlebars and front wheel wobbled. For a second, Millie thought he was going to topple over. To his credit, he stayed on, gaining momentum.

He turned around and rode back. “It looks like I can handle this contraption, after all.”

“Keep your phone handy.” Patterson motioned to Oscar. “If someone comes by and tells you to leave, you’ll need to wait for my call to swing back by and pick us up.”

“You got it,” Oscar said. “Good luck.”

“The rip-off bike vendor said Air Port Road is over there. According to the map I found here at the dock, Bimini Sands ties into it. The guy confirmed most islanders live on those two roads.” Millie tapped the top of the ten-speed bike. “This is your ride, Patterson. Like I told Sharky, handle with care. If we damage them, I’m going to have to take out a loan to pay for it.”

Patterson grinned. “So, you’re saying the rental wasn’t cheap?”

“Not by a long shot. We need to hit the road. I only paid for an hour.”

“Hit the road and hopefully not a dead end.”


Chapter 27

Millie hopped on her bike and pedaled toward Air Port Road. Despite the heat, a cool breeze helped make the warm day more tolerable.

The trio cruised along the side with her taking the lead, Sharky sandwiched in between and Patterson bringing up the rear. Similar to North Bimini, most vehicles passing by were golf carts or pedal bikes. There were even a few motorized bicycles.

Cozy cottages appeared, at first evenly spaced apart and then sandwiched close together, so close that neighbors could open their windows, reach out and touch one another.

They made it to the intersection connecting to the main road and turned left, pedaling all the way to the end, until reaching the entrance to the airport.

“Check out the mailboxes,” Sharky said. “They still put last names on them.”

“Which will hopefully help us. I’ve been keeping an eye out but haven’t found Philips on any of them.” Millie coasted to the stop sign. “Let’s head down Bimini Sands Road.”

While potholes plagued sections of Air Port Road, forcing them to weave back and forth, Bimini Sands Road was as smooth as glass, recently paved or resurfaced. It even included a bicycle lane.

Up ahead, a lone vehicle pulled alongside a cluster of mailboxes. As they drew closer, Millie spied an official logo on the side. It was the mailman.

The road abruptly ended at Port Royale Marina. Not far from the dock was a covered convenience station offering an array of vending machines. 

Millie licked her parched lips. “Let’s grab some water.”

“It’s hotter than the lido deck on the 4th of July.” Sharky insisted on buying their drinks. He tapped his credit card and hit the bottled water button. The first bottle dropped. He handed it to Millie.

“Thank you.” She pressed the icy cold bottle against her forehead before unscrewing the cap and guzzling half the contents. “Bimini can be brutal. I would hate to work out in this heat all day.”

“Alaska is sounding better by the minute, huh?” Sharky teased.

“We’re running out of homes to scope out,” Patterson said. “I’m beginning to think Belmont lives in an apartment near the harbor.”

“I hate to admit it, but figuring out who Belmont is working with is looking like a lost cause. We still have evidence he’s using Siren of the Seas’ gift cards.”

Patterson chugged his water. “If we don’t hit on something soon, we’ll need to call it a day.”

Millie tossed her empty bottle in the nearby recycle bin. “We have one more side to check and then I agree. It’s time to call it quits.”

The trio crossed over to the other side of the street. Millie slowed, paying close attention to not only the vehicles and golf carts parked in the driveways but also the names on the mailboxes.

Some small niggling of a clue was bouncing around in the back of her head, but either the heat or the pressure of knowing it was almost over kept her from figuring out what it was.

A woman strolled past, walking her small pup. It reminded Millie of Scout. And then it dawned on her. The small niggling clue. It was the dog.

“That’s it,” Millie said excitedly. “I need to give Kendall a quick call.” She scrolled through her contact list, pulled up Kendall’s cell phone number and hit the send button. The call went directly to voicemail. “Kendall, it’s Millie. I have a quick question and was wondering if you could call me back.”

“It went to voicemail.” She began drafting a text when her phone rang. “Hey, Kendall. I’m sorry to bother you. We’re in South Bimini and I thought of something.”

“It’s no bother. In fact, I was getting ready to call you. I have some information for you, but you go first.”

“You mentioned earlier that Belmont occasionally brings a small dog with him to the restaurant.”

“He does. It’s a cute little dog and very friendly.”

“Was it gray and white, maybe a cross between a schnauzer and a Yorkie?” Millie asked.

“Yes. Belmont’s dog is a snorkie.” Kendall’s voice grew muffled on the other end. “He was here for the lunch special today and used the same Visa credit card to pay for his meal.”

Millie’s heart skipped a beat. “No kidding.”

“You know I want a job working on a cruise ship.”

“And Annette and I both promised to put in a good word for you.”

“For which I am extremely grateful, so I thought I would try to help you out as well. I have Belmont Philips’ home address.”

Millie whooped loudly. “Seriously? How did you get it?”

“I told him my card processing machine was acting up, and I needed to add an address to get it to go through.” Kendall told Millie he threw a hissy fit, but finally relented. “I can give it to you.”

“I don’t have anything to write on. Can you text it to me?”

“Of course. I will text it to the number you are using now, yes?”

“Please.”

Millie’s phone pinged. She glanced at the screen to confirm receipt. “I got it. Thank you, Kendall. If I was there right now, I would kiss you.”

“No need to kiss me, but I would love to at least get a phone call interview. If I can get my foot in the door, I am sure they will want to hire me.”

“You got it. Kendall. You’re the best.” Millie thanked her again. She ended the call and triumphantly waved the phone in the air. “We have an address.”

“Let’s get this show on the road,” Sharky said.

Millie clicked on the text. “811 Bimini Sands Road. We must have gone right past it.”

“It’s this way.” Patterson took off, leaving Sharky and Millie scrambling to catch up. They passed by the mail delivery truck again, this time on the opposite side of the street, and an idea began forming in the back of Millie’s mind.

Riding single file, the trio cruised along at a quick clip, reaching the address Kendall had given them in no time flat. 

“There’s no sign of a golf cart or anyone around, which means Belmont is probably at work now,” Patterson said.

“I’m almost positive I know who Belmont’s girlfriend is. Give me a sec and I can tell you if she’s working.” Millie placed another call, quickly confirming the woman she now believed was the other person involved in the scheme, was also at her place of employment. “With any luck, the coast is clear.”

Millie parked her bike. With a look of determination, she strolled down the sidewalk. She crept up the steps to the front door, her finger hovering over the doorbell. Here goes nothing. She pressed the button and held her breath.

Woof. Woof. A dog barked, but no one came to the door.

Millie cast a quick glance over her shoulder. She casually sauntered over to the front window and looked inside.

A small dog, identical to the photo of the one Polly Tulette had on her keychain, stared back at her. Woof. 

She jogged down the sidewalk to where the men stood waiting. “The dog inside Belmont Philips’ house is the same dog I saw on Polly Tulette’s keychain the other day. I even commented to her about how he reminded me of Scout. Polly is Belmont’s girlfriend.”

“Which is only circumstantial evidence,” Patterson said.

Millie’s eyes slid to the right and then to the left, checking to make sure no one was around. “I have an idea.”

“I don’t like the look on your face,” Patterson said. “What kind of idea?”

“I’m pretty sure you won’t approve.”

“Because it’s illegal or unlawful?” Sharky rubbed his palms together. “Those are my kinds of ideas.”

Patterson shot him a warning look. “Please don’t encourage her.”

“Buzzkill.” Sharky cleared his throat, mustering up a stern expression. “Illegal activities can get you arrested. We won’t have time to bail you out if you get caught.”

“We have enough…”

“Evidence to have a solid case against Belmont.” Millie finished Patterson’s sentence. “Think about it. Polly has the perfect job. She knows who is attending those outings. She knows there’s no cell service. The two of them have figured out how to steal someone’s voice. Using AI, they copy the voice and then scam innocent people.”

Millie continued. “You said when you filed a police report that the authorities claimed they’ve never investigated a scam similar to what happened to us.”

“Correct.”

“Give me one minute to build my case.”

Patterson’s jaw tightened. “Go ahead.”

“As I already said, Belmont and Polly have the perfect setup. The two only recently moved here, which means they may have pulled this off somewhere else and are now moving their scam to the Bahamas.”

“It stands to reason,” he agreed.

“This could be just the beginning. Belmont probably applied for a job at the police force to give himself a solid cover. The police won’t suspect him. They’re probably all chummy and good friends.”

“True.”

“They’ve committed a perfect crime. It’s a fact those gift cards are almost untraceable, except if you’re an authorized vendor. Belmont and Polly have no idea we’re onto them. Cash and untraceable gift cards. They can commit this crime over and over.”

“They could.”

“So let’s stop them.” Millie tapped her foot. “We’re right here. It will take me less than ten seconds to confirm Polly’s involvement. At least I hope it only takes ten seconds.”

“Is it illegal?”

“In the Bahamas? Honestly, I’m not sure, although I suppose it is.”

“Again, I cannot allow you to…”

Millie held up her hand. “Then turn away.”

Sharky hopped off his bike, shoved his hands in his pockets and turned his back to Millie.

“Ten seconds,” she pleaded. “And I can hopefully confirm Polly’s involvement.”

Patterson sucked in a breath. He briefly closed his eyes before reluctantly climbing off the bike and turning his back. “Ten seconds.”


Chapter 28

Millie ran to the mailbox. She flung the door open, her heart racing as she began sifting through the contents. “Junk, junk, Belmont, Belmont.” The fourth piece in, she found what she was looking for—an envelope addressed to Polly Tulette, 811 Bimini Sands Road, South Bimini.

She snapped a quick photo with her cell phone, shoved the stack back inside, and slammed the door shut. “Done.”

Patterson pivoted. “You took twelve seconds.”

“There was a bunch of junk mail. I can tell you with one hundred percent certainty Belmont Philips and Polly Tulette live at this residence.”

“The mail is inadmissible,” Patterson pointed out.

“It may be inadmissible, but something tells me if Belmont is chummy with the police, they know he has a girlfriend, have maybe even met Polly. When we explain to them precisely how this went down, how they pulled it off and give them proof, aka the gift card receipts from Bimini Bay Bakery & Café, they’ll open a new investigation.”

“It’s worth a shot.” Patterson patted Millie on the back. “Good job. If you hadn’t noticed Polly’s keyring, her photo of the dog and tied it to Belmont, you might never have put the pieces together.”

“Kendall was instrumental. She gave us all the clues, Belmont’s name, his address, how we were able to link their dog to Polly.” Millie straddled the bike. “Not only am I going to put in a good word for her, I’ve asked Nic to, as well.”

Sharky winced. “I don’t know about you two, but my butt is getting sore. Now that you have what you need, can we turn these tools of torture in and head back to the ship?”

“Absolutely.” Millie pushed off. “Something tells me if we’re even a second late, the bike vendor is going to charge me for another hour.”

They reached the dock and bike stand with mere minutes to spare. The same guy who had rented the bikes inspected each one, making small comments about road dust and then spent an excessive amount of time inspecting a slight scratch on one of the frames. “I don’t recall there being a scratch. Did you run into something with this bike?”

“Not a chance.” Millie placed her hands on her hips and pinned him with a stare. “Don’t you dare try to blame us for the scratch. We took excellent care of these bikes.”

He ignored her comment and continued his microscopic inspection. Finally, he signed off on her rental ticket and handed it to her, along with the deposit.

Patterson stood off to the side, grinning from ear to ear. They walked away and the smile never left his face. “I was waiting.”

“Waiting for what?”

“For you to give him an earful if he tried to charge you for the scratch.”

“Thirty bucks a pop for sixty minutes rental of a pedal bike is highway robbery,” Millie muttered.

“I can pay you back for my rental,” Patterson said.

“Me too,” Sharky chimed in. “I have the cash back home.”

“It’s not the money. It’s the principle. The guy clearly has a monopoly on bike rentals.”

“Maybe he pays big bucks for his prime piece of real estate.”

“True. I suppose he has expenses.”

“So he’s not making pure profit.”

“All right. I admire his entrepreneurship and the fact he’s in the perfect location for suckers like us.” Millie grasped Oscar’s hand and let him help her back inside the lifeboat. “You know what? I just realized something. I wasn’t claustrophobic riding over here in the lifeboat.”

“Baby steps, Millie,” Sharky teased. “You’re conquering your fear of enclosed spaces.”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but at least I’m not freaking out.” Despite the realization she was tolerating the cramped space with no issues, she spent the return ride to the port with her head back and eyes closed.

As soon as they docked, Patterson and Millie hopped in the golf cart for the drive to Alice Town and the police station. Sharky promised to have the lifeboat secured and back in place by the time they returned.

As luck would have it, the officer behind the desk recognized Patterson.

He explained they had evidence about who was behind the scam. Millie braced herself when he told the man it was Belmont Philips.

A brief flicker of surprise crossed his face. It vanished as quickly as it appeared. He gathered up the evidence, minus the photo Millie had taken of Polly’s mail.

“We also believe a young woman linked to Champion Collaboration is involved. Her name is Polly Tulette. It’s our understanding she and Mr. Philips are a couple.”

“I appreciate the information. We will need to conduct our own investigation. I have your telephone number in the event we have questions.” The officer printed off a sheet of paper and set it on the counter. “In the meantime, I updated the original report. Here’s a copy.”

“Thank you.” Patterson glanced at the sheet and tucked the paper in his pocket. “Our ship is leaving port soon, but you can always leave a message if I don’t answer.”

Millie was silent as they exited the police force’s station, keeping quiet until they were outside. “Well? Do you think they’ll do anything?”

He shrugged. “It’s hard telling. Even if they don’t charge Belmont or Polly with the crime, something tells me they won’t be in any hurry to try their scam again.”

Millie fell into step as they meandered back toward the golf cart. “I’ve been meaning to ask you how the troublemakers who were confined to their cabins have been doing.”

Patterson gave her a thumbs down. “One of them tried sneaking out of his cabin last night and was promptly escorted off the ship, suitcase in hand.”

“What a dumb move.” Millie shook her head. “I have one more stop before we head back to Siren of the Seas. I need to return this golf cart before they charge me for another day’s rental.”

“This one got down to the wire.”

“Down to the nitty gritty. Thanks to Kendall, there’s a good chance no one else is going to be Bamboozled in Bimini, at least not by those two.”
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“Bon voyage to Bimini.” Millie threw her fists in the air. “That was a close call. Belmont and Polly almost got away with the near perfect crime.”

“What an elaborate scheme,” Andy mused. “There we all were, out-of-pocket with no cell service. Using AI, the caller who sounds exactly like Millie begs for money to pay our ransom.”

“And they almost got away with it,” she said.

“We went back through the surveillance footage from the morning of the call and caught both Polly and Belmont, cell phones in hand, standing nearby,” Patterson said.

“Belmont, a janitor who is also an AI expert.”

“It’s amazing what these scammers can come up with these days,” Nic said.

Andy patted Millie on the back. “You were a woman on a mission.”

“None of my friends were going to get Bamboozled in Bimini,” Millie vowed. “Not if I could help it.”

“Another clue was the fact we could hear the cock-a-doodle-doo-ing rooster in the background during Millie’s alleged call,” Danielle said.

“And there were no roosters on pig island, which meant the caller was somewhere else, somewhere with cell service.”

“They chose the shack which was close to the port,” Isla said. “It was an easy hop, skip and jump using the free trolley system.”

“Urgency and immediate action were also part of their MO,” Patterson said. “The longer they waited for the drop, the greater the risk of something going wrong.”

“So they chose a place nearby,” Annette said.

Cat picked up. “Belmont is there waiting for me. He grabs the envelope and climbs into a boat, making it look like he’s taking off. Instead, he does a switcheroo.”

“Thanks to Danielle and Oscar keeping track, watching the person we now know was Belmont head below deck,” Millie said. “He comes back out, hops into his golf cart and disappears. I can’t take credit for solving this one. It was all Donovan and Kendall Thompson.”

“With a little help from Nikki,” Donovan said. “She was the one who mentioned the gift cards could be traced.”

“The chief of police called right before I got here,” Patterson said. “Both Belmont and Polly are sitting in jail awaiting extradition to Nassau where they’ll face the Magistrates Court of The Bahamas.”

“I have to say, when my wife sets her mind to something, she’s a woman on a mission,” Nic said proudly.

“As beautiful as Bimini is, I’m ready to spend some time in the last frontier,” Millie said. “Right after Nic and I take our break and visit family.”

Donovan grinned. “Does this mean you’re ready for our Alaskan adventures?”

“A more important question would be…is Alaska ready for Millie Armati?” Andy joked.

The end.

Dear Reader,

I hope you enjoyed reading “Bamboozled in Bimini.”  Would you please take a moment to leave a review?  It would mean so much.  Thank you! 

Hope Callaghan

The Series Continues!

Click To Get Ketchikan Killer - Book 3

Read The Original Millie’s Cruise Ship Series Here


Join The Fun

Get Updates On New Releases, FREE and Discounted Books, Giveaways, & More!

Join Hope’s Cozy Newsletter Here

Tap Here To Read All Of Hope’s Mystery Books

(FREE in Kindle Unlimited)

---------------------------

[image: ]


Read More by Hope

(Click Links Below To Buy or Read FREE with Kindle Unlimited)

Cruise Director Millie Mystery Series

Cruise Director Millie Mystery Series is the new spin-off series from the wildly popular Millie’s Cruise Ship Cozy Mysteries.

Lack of Luxury Series (Liz and the Garden Girls)

Green Acres meets the Golden Girls in this brand new cozy mystery spin-off series featuring Liz and the Garden Girls!

Easton Island Mystery Series

Easton Island - Looking Glass Cottage is the continuing saga of one woman’s journey from incredible loss to finding a past she knew nothing about, including a family who both embraces and fears her and a charming island that draws her in.  This inspirational women’s fiction series is for lovers of family sagas, friendship fiction, mysteries, and clean romance.

Made in Savannah Cozy Mystery Series

After the mysterious death of her mafia “made man” husband, Carlita Garlucci makes a shocking discovery. Follow the Garlucci family saga as Carlita and her daughter try to escape their NY mob ties and make a fresh start in Savannah, Georgia. They soon realize you can run but can’t hide from your past.

Millie’s Cruise Ship Cozy Mystery Series

Hoping for a fresh start after her recent divorce, sixty something Millie Sanders, lands her dream job as the assistant cruise director onboard the “Siren of the Seas.”  Too bad no one told her murder is on the itinerary.

Garden Girls Cozy Mystery Series

A lonely widow finds new purpose for her life when she and her senior friends help solve a murder in their small Midwestern town.

Garden Girls - The Golden Years

The brand new spin-off series of the Garden Girls Mystery series!   You’ll enjoy the same fun-loving characters as they solve mysteries in the cozy town of Belhaven.  Each book will focus on one of the Garden Girls as they enter their “golden years.”

Divine Cozy Mystery Series

After relocating to the tiny town of Divine, Kansas, strange and mysterious things begin to happen to businesswoman, Jo Pepperdine and those around her.

Samantha Rite Mystery Series

Heartbroken after her recent divorce, a single mother is persuaded to book a cruise and soon finds herself caught in the middle of a deadly adventure. Will she make it out alive?

Sweet Southern Sleuths Short Stories Series

Twin sisters with completely opposite personalities become amateur sleuths when a dead body is discovered in their recently inherited home in Misery, Mississippi.


Meet Hope Callaghan

[image: ]

Hope Callaghan is an American mystery author who loves to write clean, fun-filled women’s fiction mysteries with a touch of faith and romance.  She is the author of more than 100 novels in ten different series.

Born and raised in a small town in West Michigan, she now lives in Florida with her husband.  She is the proud mother of 3 wonderful children.

When she's not doing the thing she loves best - writing mysteries - she enjoys cooking, traveling and reading books.

Get a free cozy mystery book, new release alerts, and giveaways at hopecallaghan.com

****************************************

Hope Loves To Connect With Her Readers!

Never miss another book deal!  From your mobile phone,

Text the word: books to 321-977-6561

****************************************

Follow Hope

(Click the links below)

Website

Amazon

Facebook


Bahamian Chicken Souse Recipe

Ingredients:

3 lbs chicken leg / thighs (or any other chicken with bones)
2 large Idaho potatoes, peeled, cubed
1 large yellow onion, chopped
3 stalks celery, chopped
3 cloves minced garlic
2 limes
1 tsp. paprika
1 tsp. Dried red pepper flakes
Salt and pepper to taste

Directions:

-Put chicken in a large pot and cover with water. 
-Add paprika, pepper flakes, salt and pepper.
-Boil chicken until it is cooked, about 25 to 30 minutes.
-Add potatoes, onion, celery and minced garlic.  
-Bring to a boil. 
-Lower to medium heat. Cook for 20 minutes.
-Remove from heat when the potatoes are tender, another 5 minutes.
-Squeeze one lime over the soup.
-Slice the second lime and serve with the soup in individual bowls.
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