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      FRIDAY

      Galen Stavros strode the passageways of his ship with the feel of a man who was watching the puzzle pieces fall together perfectly. True, he’d taken a week off to attend his sister’s wedding, but the ship was in port anyway and he’d had the entertainment lined up well ahead of time. No reason to cause his assistant cruise director any headaches.

      Galen knew what it took to keep a ship running. He’d been a sailor from an early age, and he often wondered if he’d spent more time on board than off. He certainly felt strange on land. The call of the sea, the desire to be out there, had led him to the neighbor, then to working on cruise ships—and on to his eventual acquisition of a degree in hospitality.

      He paused by the railing. The ship wasn’t like the little sailboats he’d loved as a boy, especially while they sat at dock with the Seattle skyline spreading out around them, but he could still sense the movement of the sea beneath him, even up here on a passenger deck. He could feel it, and it made him happy.

      His cell phone rang and he glanced at the screen. Annabelle Lister, head of entertainment for the entire cruise line. Well, Annabelle shouldn’t have anything to complain about to ruin his day. He picked up. “Morning, Annabelle. It’s a blissful day onboard. When are you going to make me a happy man and join us for a cruise?”

      “Don’t be trying to work your charm on me, Galen. We know each other too well.” Her peppery attitude came across the line loud and clear.

      He grinned. He knew perfectly well his charms wouldn’t work on a woman like Annabelle. He wasn’t her type. In fact, the last time he’d met her, he’d also met her latest girlfriend.

      “I wanted to make sure you liked the new magician.”

      He frowned. “New magician? What was wrong with the old one?”

      “You know the cruise line is trying to project a younger, sexier image. The old magician was…old.”

      Galen rolled his eyes. “What are you giving me, then? Some sort of street magician? Is he going to swallow needles and spit them out all threaded? Cut his cheek open to find someone’s card? Come on, don’t do this to me. Glenn worked really well with the staff. And nobody puked during his performances.”

      “She’s not a street magician.”

      “She?” Galen groaned inwardly. Annabelle had been known to give jobs to ex-lovers. A sort of consolation prize, maybe. There were at least half a dozen on one ship or another of the cruise line, working in every level from maids to servers and even one in passenger services. The woman was prolific, but she’d never sent him an entertainer before. This might be a bridge too far.

      “She. Frankie McConnell. Sexy, young, talented. And she does some close up stuff too. She’s been working with Lady Lydia, remember her? Opened for her in Vegas and New York. Frankie could be working anywhere and she agreed—”

      “So you know her?” He proceeded with caution. Annabelle was technically his direct superior, at least within the cruise line. On the ship he reported to the captain, but on shore, it was Annabelle’s party. Which technically meant hiring and firing entertainers was at her discretion.

      “I do. I have known both Lydia and Frankie for a couple of years now. I was waiting for the right time and the time is now. The cruise line wants an edgier feel to their entertainment. So when Glenn called me to tell me he was ready to retire, I took the chance. Seized the day, so to speak.”

      He knew exactly what that meant. She’d taken the opportunity presented by him being off the ship and unable to offer an opinion. Why the hell hadn’t Glenn told him he was ready to retire? Galen massaged the frown of worry on his forehead, “I always thought our purpose was to provide family friendly, high class entertainment.”

      He sensed some hesitation before she replied. So she was speaking as carefully with him as he was with her. “Galen, you need to lighten up. It’s the twenty-first century, my friend. You can be edgy and family friendly…and sometimes it’s okay to just be edgy.”

      “Is that your nice way of saying I’m uptight?”

      She heaved a long sigh. “That’s my nice way of saying get the stick out of your ass before you work yourself into a corner with this cruise line. I know your hangups, Galen. We’ve worked together a long time, though, so I also know you’re talented and charming and you get along with everyone—”

      “Almost.” He rolled his eyes and stuck his free hand in his pocket, pausing to lean against the wall.

      “Everyone. But that’s only going to get you so far. And when you reach the wall, they’re going to make you go. So it’s in your best interest to expand your horizons. My advice? Go meet her. She’s probably rehearsing her show right now.”

      He groaned, but he kept it quiet. He was used to Annabelle telling him to lighten up. Over the years she’d said it in many different ways. “Get laid” was one of her favorites, but Galen wasn’t the type to play at sex. Enough women hit on him during cruises so he knew he could manage her advice easily enough, though he couldn’t honestly see the attraction. His face had a craggy, weathered appearance when he shaved, his eyes a light enough blue to look washed out. Not that it really mattered. His career made it difficult to maintain a relationship for long, and he wasn’t really in favor of one-night stands.

      “Galen, just take my advice. Go meet her. I think you’ll be impressed. And even if you’re not—”

      “Yeah, okay. You’re probably right.” He hung up, aware his voice was sharper than normal. And with a definite purpose behind his step, he headed for the theater. Better to meet his new, edgy magician earlier than later.
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      Frankie tried to keep her excitement in check, but she felt like a kid on Christmas morning. She’d played some pretty incredible places, but never as the headline act. And here she stood outside the main theater of a cruise ship that would shortly be the temporary vacation home of more than three thousand seagoing passengers, essentially a captive audience for her show on Wednesday night, and the probability of an encore performance on Friday.

      This is it. I’ve really made it. She knew of course how much she owed Lydia, who had acted as a mentor for several years. And Tony, who had put up with Lydia’s adopted “little sister” crashing on their sofa for a couple of years while she first learned how to finesse her tricks a little more and then opened for Lydia’s acts in Vegas and New York and L.A.

      The theater seated eight hundred in plush leather chairs with gold trim. She pictured it filled. God, wouldn’t that be awesome? She clasped her hands and practically danced down the aisles, her dyed black and pink hair twirling around her shoulders…

      “Excuse me. Aren’t you a little early?”

      She turned, startled, to see a man with a black pompadour, a pair of gold Ray-Bans and a surly grin seated in the audience. Although her first impulse was to make a wisecrack back, she curbed it. She was still new here, after all. No reason to offend the local talent. “Sorry, I—”

      “Kidding.” He stood, holding out a hand. “I actually just sit out here in the audience for a change of perspective sometimes during rehearsal. Daydreaming. You must be the new magician. I’m Elvis. Or Don, depending on who you ask.” He winked at her, and she noticed the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. Though made up to look like Elvis from the fifties, this guy was probably older than Elvis when he died.

      “I’m Frankie. As in my mother named me Frankincense and I shortened it to Frankie in kindergarten. I’m the magician.” She said the last three words with a bit of pride, though she did her best to utter them matter-of-factly.

      “Yeah, funny thing about the name. I was expecting a man from the memo. Frankie Mac?” He raised his eyebrows. “Anyway, no disappointment here. You’re better looking than I’d anticipated.”

      “Thanks.” Her face relaxed in a smile. “I’m pretty good at the act, too.”

      “I look forward to it.” He dusted himself off and looked around as if to make sure he hadn’t forgotten something. “I reckon I’m done here, little lady. Good luck to you. And welcome aboard.”

      “Thanks.” She waved as he exited, then skipped up onto the stage to get ready for the crew she needed to prepare. Her act was a demanding one. They needed to be well-rehearsed and ready. If something went wrong, they needed to recognize and react without instruction or hesitation. Otherwise, it might not go so well for her.

      Fortunately, she found the crew of stagehands and tech people to be quite professional and capable. When she explained what she needed from them, they responded with greater competence than she’d expected, but she did have to go over the way the shackles worked a few times.

      Finally, she decided to start at the beginning and she had them all sit in the audience except one. Tommy, a bright boy just out of college who’d already mastered the correct way to open the shackles, stood ready to assist her in her demonstration. She sat on the stool with her long legs crossed and grinned at him, holding out her arms and batting her eyelashes in an over-exaggerated, flirtatious way designed to put him at ease. “Don’t hurt me.”

      The kid grinned back and moved to place the cuffs on her wrist. Neither of them were prepared for the rude interruption that made the kid drop the cuffs and her turn her head in irritation.
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      He walked in expecting to see a magician—even if she was a woman—practicing the standard card tricks and Chinese linking rings. That was, after all, what the ship’s magicians had done for years. Instead he found a woman with dyed pink and black hair wearing knee-high boots and a miniskirt short enough to reveal tattoos on her thighs—and Tommy, the new kid he’d just hired, preparing to snap a pair of handcuffs on her.

      He didn’t have to see any more. This was not what Waves Cruise Line was about.

      “Stop. Stop now.” His voice wasn’t loud, but it carried with an authority that not many people onboard the ship had. Everyone from stagehands to the lingering members of the janitorial service froze in the act of doing what they were doing.

      The woman on stage paused, a frown creasing her forehead, and turned too. He got the feeling that she did so because no one was paying her any attention anymore, though, not because he had ordered it. So be it.

      He took the steps down through the center aisle of the theater two at a time. “What in ever loving hell is going on here?”

      She folded her arms over her breasts and glared. “You didn’t get the memo? I was hired by the entertainment division of the cruise line. Annabelle Lister.”

      Jesus. He cursed internally. What the hell was Annabelle thinking? “I’ll need to speak to Annabelle. I’m sorry but you’re not—” He gestured at her leather miniskirt and tight-fitting vest and shook his head.

      Her lips curved in amusement. “You’re not at a loss for words very often, are you?”

      The laughter in her voice irritated him, especially when he noted one of the stagehands had a knowing smirk on his face. They all know why Annabelle did this. For some reason, that made him even angrier. “I’m not at a loss of words now, either. I’m trying to figure a way to put it politely, but your image is not the image we want to project. This is a family friendly cruise line. And you are—” He broke off because he was not sure what he could say. Too damn sexy. It wasn’t what he wanted to say, but it did rise unbidden into his brain.

      He took a deep breath. “Can we continue this conversation in my office?”

      “We certainly can.” She nodded agreement. “As soon as I’m done with this rehearsal.”

      “I’m not sure you understand—”

      “Look, Chief, I understand totally. You need to go call Annabelle and let her set you straight. In the meantime, I have to finish this rehearsal. I have exactly three hours to make certain the tricks I have planned go off without a hitch because if they don’t somebody could get killed. And I can’t think of anything less family friendly than that, can you?” She turned back to the stagehand. “As I was saying, this is the proper way to put on handcuffs. If you don’t do it right, be ready with wire cutters because I have no interest in drowning in a tank or dropping to my death.”

      He stood for a moment before he realized his jaw was hanging open, then he shut it quickly and turned on his heel to leave the theater, realizing only as he did so that he’d lost that particular battle. But the war was just beginning.
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      Frankie approached the cruise director’s office with a little trepidation. No matter what she said, this gig meant a lot to her and she didn’t want to lose it. Especially not because of an uptight cruise director who couldn’t handle that she was young, sexy and a little edgy. She’d almost called Lydia for advice but decided against it. She had to be able to handle this herself. So she took a deep breath and knocked lightly on the door.

      “Come in.”

      Was his voice lightly accented? She hadn’t noticed it before and she couldn’t place it now. What was his name again? She glanced at the nameplate on the door. Galen Stavros. Definitely not American. It had a sort of wild, sweet sound to it, like the Mediterranean Sea mixed with the Scottish highlands. Was he Scottish, Greek or both?

      “Are you coming in or not?” His acerbic tone reminded her she was standing with the door half open staring at the nameplate.

      “I was trying to figure out what you are.” She almost laughed out loud at her own words. Why would she say that to the man who really was, technically, her boss? Especially when her job was already in danger.

      “I’m the cruise director.” He indicated the seat in front of his desk. “Though in name only at times, it seems. You certainly have Annabelle Lister in your corner.”

      Relieved, she sat, though she didn’t allow herself to relax. “Well, there’s that, I suppose.”

      He gave her a sharp look, then shrugged and spread his hands. “So, I’m stuck. I honestly don’t believe your act is appropriate to a family friendly cruise line. No offense intended.”

      “None taken.” She shrugged. “Everybody’s entitled to their own opinion. Maybe we should do the full show later in the evening?”

      “When kids are in bed, you mean? Are you willing to lose those parents as your audience?”

      “This cruise ship has three thousand passengers, right?” She raised her eyebrows.

      “It does.”

      “The theater seats eight hundred. You don’t think there’ll be enough people curious about a PG-13 magic show to fill the seats?” She threw her arms open in a grand gesture. “They’ll be standing in line. You’ll have to give me an encore performance.”

      He snorted. “There are a lot of things going on at ten o’clock.”

      She leaned forward, placing her elbows on the desk. “You’ll put up a parental advisory?”

      “Of course.”

      “And give me an encore performance if the theater is more than three quarters full?”

      His eyes narrowed. She noticed they were a lovely shade of ice-blue. “Eighty percent.”

      “Deal.” She grinned. At some point this negotiation had become a lot of fun. “I’d’ve pushed for ninety if I’d been you.”

      He leaned forward so his nose was barely six inches from hers. “You fill that theater and keep them there, I’ll buy your drinks for the rest of the cruise.”

      She chortled. “You’re on, Chief. Get your wallet ready, my friend. I like the top shelf stuff.”

      He snorted, but he seemed suddenly aware of how close they were. He sat back. “Best get back to work then. And let me get back to mine.”

      Satisfied but strangely disquieted, she stood. Only when her hand was on the door did he speak again, as though he remembered something. “I’m…having a dinner for the entertainment tomorrow night. Seven o’clock at the Poseidon Grille. I hope you can join us. We sail the day after.”

      “Oh.” She hesitated, her hand on the doorknob. A sudden itch to tease him entered her. “Will Elvis be there?”

      “What?” He looked startled.

      “Don. The Elvis impersonator.”

      “Oh.” He frowned. “Yes. Of course.”

      “I’ll be there.” She waved over her shoulder and left.
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      SATURDAY

      Galen, dressed in his officer’s uniform, arrived early for the dinner. Teresa, the hostess from Guatemala, met him at the door. “You’re very early.”

      He couldn’t tell if she was reproving or just observing, so he chose to believe the latter. “I’m eager to meet the new talent.”

      “You mean the new magician?” She laughed and shook her head. “I’ve heard a lot about her. Sounds like a winner.”

      “Great. Not you too.” Galen frowned at the woman. So far, everyone was nothing but excited about the new magician. He kind of wished some of the crew shared his reservations. Maybe I really am too old-fashioned.

      Teresa frowned back. “I’m eager to see her show. Things were getting pretty stale around here. You could do with a little shaking up.”

      “I could?” He took a step backward, startled by her directness.

      “You, the ship, the cruise line in general.” She waved her hand vaguely. “Anyway, the food is all ready, the drinks are free flowing and you should have a very nice night.”

      He decided to let the implied criticism of her earlier comment pass. He and Teresa had been friends for many years and he had no interest in damaging their relationship. Instead, he simply nodded and started for the bar.

      And froze a moment later when he caught sight of her.

      She wore a plain black dress without a trace of leather. It was short, simple and set off her long legs to great advantage, especially dressed in the silver sandals that laced up her calves. Her pink and black hair was pulled back with a sparkly clip in the shape of a dragonfly, leaving her neck bare except for the single gold chain with a small dragonfly charm.

      He stood frozen in place until her eyes, scanning the empty restaurant, caught his. He could almost hear Annabelle’s gravelly voice. Get the stick out of your ass, Stavros. He jerked himself into mechanical action and crossed the room to greet her. “You’re early.”

      “I thought you said seven.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s six fifty-five. So yeah, technically a little early, but better early than late, right?”

      Her expression contained both candor and humor. He couldn’t help smiling and relaxing a little. “Absolutely.” He offered her his arm gallantly. “Can I buy you a drink while we wait for the other lazy slobs to join us?”

      “It would be my pleasure.” She accepted his offered arm and leaned closer to say, “Although it might be more impressive if it weren’t an open bar.”

      “Hmm.” He held one of the barstools for her, watching as she climbed gracefully onto it, something he’d witnessed more than one woman attempt unsuccessfully in his time on the ship. He tore his eyes away from her, irritated with his own fixation, and stepped behind the bar. “Wine?”

      “Tequila.”

      “Of course.” He selected a bottle of Cuervo Gold and held it up for her to approve. Then he poured a shot and handed it to her. “Salt and lime?”

      She snorted and took a sip, closing her eyes as if in ecstasy. “No, this is drinkable.” She opened her eyes and caught him staring at her. “What? Did I dribble it on myself?”

      “No…no, it’s not that.” He gulped.

      “What then?” She tilted her head curiously. “You’ve been staring at me since I got here.”

      “I…you just look quite lovely is all.” He surprised himself with his own honesty.

      “Yeah, the pink hair throws lots of people off.” She patted her hairdo pretentiously.

      He half opened his mouth, then closed it again, pouring himself a glass of wine. “All sorts of people or just people who need to loosen up?” He leaned on the bar.

      She watched him with a cocked eyebrow. “So what did Annabelle say about me, anyway?”

      He sighed. “She thinks we need to be shaken up a little.”

      “Is that a bad thing?” She crossed her legs, arranging herself even more attractively on the stool. Distractedly, he noticed a mermaid tattoo on her right leg and tore his eyes away. Why was it so hard to breathe when she was around? No woman had ever been so sexy, certainly not one of Annabelle’s conquests.

      “I have to ask. Annabelle has been known to…get jobs for her exes. Good jobs…um, with the cruise line.” He leaned against the counter, eyes narrowed.

      “What, exactly, is your question?” She looked a little confused.

      As much as he knew he shouldn’t ask, he felt as if the words were going to come out one way or the other. He glanced furtively at the far end of the dining room where Teresa had gathered the other waiters for final instructions. He turned back to her and blurted out, “Were you sleeping with her?”

      She actually choked, but she recovered quickly, her blazing eyes fixed on his face. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Sorry. Just…Annabelle’s a bit…and you…” He gestured helplessly at her. “Let’s just say you might want to ask about the ex-girlfriends club onboard.”

      “You’re saying Annabelle Lister sends you her ex-lovers so she doesn’t have to deal with them anymore.” She sounded thoughtful. “And you figure because she replaced what you figured for a perfectly competent magician with me, I must be one of those ex-lovers.”

      “I—” He set aside the glass of red wine, wondering if he’d made a mistake. And if he had, how could he fix it now? “I apologize. It’s just that it would not be the first time. And you’re definitely attractive enough.”

      “Lord God Almighty, give me patience.” She rolled her eyes to the sky, then leaned across the bar, reached around so her long red fingernails slid through the well-trimmed hair at his nape and pulled him into a deep kiss. Startled as he was by the abrupt move, he found himself enjoying the contact enough so when she released him, he had to quickly steady himself to keep from tipping forward.

      She licked her lips. “I’m not in love with Annabelle, and I’ve never slept with her. I was hired on the merits of my own abilities and my act.” She gave him a narrow look. “I also like men. Attractive men, anyway.” She smiled. “Did that convince you or do we need to do it again?”

      Again please. “I— I apologize.  I had no right to ask that—”

      She threw her head back and laughed, then focused on him. “You already said you need to loosen up, and I have to agree with that assessment, Chief. Isn’t someone like you supposed to know how to party?” She paused, her smile musing. “I do find it interesting that you thought I was gay. Why do you think that is?”

      “Well, all of this.” He indicated her outfit, her hair, her long, red nails. “And the way you talk. And your…name?” He almost looked apologetic.

      “You can blame my mother for that one. It’s not my fault she named me Frankincense.”

      “No, that’s not your fault.” He nodded, head bobbing dumbly. “But then there’s… What’s up with the hair, anyway?”

      “You don’t like it?” She pretended to primp. “It’s my favorite colors.”

      “Pink and black?” He shook his head. “The tattoos are a little much, too.”

      “I have two.” She held up her hand, two fingers raised. “A rose and a mermaid, both of which can be covered up by clothing. Very easily.”

      “I might believe that if I ever see it.”

      “Well, stay tuned. I hear it gets cold on Alaskan cruises.” Her gaze sharpened. “You know what I think, though?” She didn’t wait for his reply, uncrossing her legs and leaning forward. “I think maybe you see something you like, Chief. But maybe you’re afraid to go for it so you pretend it’s out of your reach.”

      Her lips were so close to his cheek, he could feel the warmth of her breath. If he turned his head, they’d be kissing again. He almost did it, too, but his sense of duty and his knowledge that such a fraternization with the hired talent would be taboo held him immobile.

      She chuckled and sat back. He realized only as she refilled her glass that she’d snagged the bottle of tequila from beside him on the counter. She lifted the bottle in a salute. “Don’t ever be afraid to go after what you want, Chief.”

      He eyed her glass. “Do you really like drinking straight tequila?”

      “It’s good tequila.” She shrugged, took another sip, holding it in her mouth for a moment before swallowing. “I love the way it warms you all the way down.” Was she teasing him on purpose? If so, it was working. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes from her lips. He wondered if he could taste the tequila if he kissed her again.

      Voices interrupted his consideration, and he looked past her at the entrance of the restaurant where most of the ship’s dancers, actors and singers had just arrived. Grateful for the reprieve from his own follies, he stepped back from the bar, thinking as he waved a greeting to the talented men and women that she hadn’t actually told him anything except that she wasn’t hired because she was an ex-lover of Annabelle Lister. Everything else about her was still a mystery.

      And he was very much not certain how he felt about that.
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      He almost kissed me. She liked the thought that he had enjoyed her kiss enough to want to repeat the experience. Again. I could get him to kiss me again. But that was where the game became complicated because the idea of kissing him made her heart speed up uncomfortably. It was definitely not a good idea to feel this way about her boss. She’d just have to get herself under control. She contemplated him as he shook hands with the other performers for a moment. He made the white trousers look damn good and she liked the way his broad shoulders filled out the shirt of his uniform.

      Not good. Spotting Don among the crowd of beautiful people, she reached across the bar and nabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels and a clean glass, then slid off the barstool to join him seated at a table on the fringes of the crowd. The older man smiled at her approach. “You come bearing gifts?” He stood and kissed her cheek. “It’s good to see you again, Frankincense.”

      She winced at his use of her full name. “I thought you wanted to be friends.” She jerked her head to the side and they sat at a table near the back of the bar area. “Who are all these people? Jeez, I had no idea the entertainment staff was so big.”

      “Mostly from the musical. They have the theater the first half of the day for rehearsals. We won’t see them much except at the crew bar.” He examined the bottle. “How’d you know I was a whiskey drinker?”

      “What else would Elvis drink?” She grinned at him a little slyly.

      “Good choice too. You swipe this?” He raised an eyebrow at her as he poured himself a glass.

      “It’s an open bar, right?” She winked at him. “I figured we could make a trade. You tell me about my fellow entertainers. I provide you with drink.”

      “Beats the swill Stavros’d give me from back there.” He shrugged and sat back in his seat. “What do you want to know?”

      “What can you tell me?” She leaned forward, elbows on the table, eager for the information on her fellow entertainers.

      He looked around, settling on a good-looking man in a tight t-shirt and jeans. “Well, Juan is sleeping with one of his fellow cast members in the play. And he doesn’t want Stavros to know.” He swirled the whiskey in the glass and grinned at her. “You think you can guess which one?”

      “What part does Juan play?” She raised her eyebrows, liking the game.

      He chuckled. “Lead. A prince in search of his princess who awoke after he kissed her…and wandered off.”

      “And what does he encounter along the way?”

      His grin flashed. “Jillian, who plays a swan who doesn’t want to dance. And Tony, who plays a frog who is afraid someone will want to turn him into a prince and interfere with his mosquito hunts. And Sabrina, the mermaid queen who tells him not to chase a princess who runs from him but to be happy with what he finds right in front of him.”

      “And is he able to do that?”

      “He kisses Sabrina and becomes a merman. Jillian and Tony attend his wedding.”

      She smiled. “I love a happy ending.”

      “Doesn’t everyone?” He raised his eyebrows. “Any clue yet?”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s that guy over there. Not sure what part he plays, but he hasn’t taken his eyes off Juan the entire time.”

      He laughed out loud, attracting the amused glances of the others nearby. He lowered his voice. “You got it right off. I can tell there’s no use trying to get much over you.”

      “No use at all.” She nodded absently, her gaze sliding back to Galen at the bar. He was laughing at something one of the slender women of the dance troupe had said. But as he laughed, his gaze wandered back to hers and she felt a shock as if he’d reached out to touch her. She lowered her gaze quickly, a hot flush coursing through her that she hoped was not visible.

      Don narrowed his eyes. “What’s going on between you and the cruise director?”

      She briefly considered her options. Well, we kissed right before you guys all got here… “He’s been a pain in my ass since I came onboard. Can you believe he thought I slept with someone to get the job?” She put as much acid into her tone as she could.

      “Is that it?” He frowned a little. “I thought it might be something a little more personal between you two.”

      “Personal? How much more personal can it get?” She took a slightly too deep draught of her tequila and nearly choked. She tried to look innocent while smothering coughs deep in her chest.

      He snorted. “Don’t play innocent with me, little lady. But I’ll tell you now, making a play for Galen Stavros won’t work. He’s a company man if ever there was one.”

      “Good thing I’m not into uptight company men, then.” Her throat only burned a little now. She searched for something to get the subject of the conversation off the cruise director. “So tell me how you got into this business. Have you always been an Elvis impersonator?”

      “Nah. Not seriously. I was a rocket scientist.” At her startled look, he laughed. “True story. Retired NASA engineer. First time I ever impersonated Elvis was for my twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. It was a gift for my wife.” He smiled fondly. “She was a huge Elvis fan. I learned ‘I Can’t Help Falling in Love with You’ and sang it to her at our party.” He fell silent for a moment, obviously lost in the memory. She waited for him to process it and after a moment, he shrugged as if releasing something. “It was a success. And I got a few gigs on the weekends at friends’ parties and eventually some bigger stuff. When I retired, I decided to do it seriously, and then my wife passed away and I found this job and the rest is history.”

      “Wow.” Frankie blinked and smiled. “Well, you’ve had quite a life.”

      “It’s been a ride.” He settled back into his chair. “Better than no ride at all, I reckon.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” She emphasized her statement by lifting her glass to him.

      He replied in kind and they downed their drinks together. She set aside her glass and sat back to watch the rest of the crowd, listening to Don’s amusing commentary about everyone from Julie, the lounge pianist, to Stanley, the juggling bartender, with great interest and attention. It never hurt to know who you were working with.
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      Galen spent most of the merry evening doing his best not to watch her. He couldn’t help noticing—and envying—the fact that Don was doing most of the introductions. Of course those two would become friends. Don was far too old to be doing an Elvis impression, but he’d been on the ship for so long, no one could imagine it without him. And he was good and the audience either didn’t notice or didn’t mind that Don was about ten years older than Elvis was when he died.

      So now my too-old Elvis is palling around with my too-sexy magician. Makes total sense.

      As usual, Galen had not arranged seating, but the long tables had been placed end-to-end down the dining hall. His own staff intermixed with the entertainers, and he took the seat at the head of the table. He watched as Don held Frankie’s chair for her, noticed the little wink she gave him as she sat. He sat, doing his best not to feel off kilter, but something felt wrong, and he wasn’t sure if it had to do with Frankie or with the kiss he couldn’t quite stop thinking about. Or if it was something inside himself?

      Everyone was chattering, but Frankie’s end of the table seemed particularly animated. Before the meal was served, he stood to offer a toast. Silence fell except at the far end, then the woman seated next to Frankie was evidently elbowed in the ribs and glanced his way. She appeared to stop mid-sentence as she turned her attention to him. Frankie, her expression unconcerned, raised her eyebrows, then when Don nudged her and grinned, she turned her head his way.

      Those two are going to be a huge headache. He cleared his throat. He did this every time they set sail, so finding new things to say was sometimes difficult. He’d planned this one out very carefully. “James Dean once said that being an entertainer was the loneliest thing in the world. But that’s not the case when you have a family. We’ve been together long enough to be that for each other. So much of a cruise line’s success depends on the quality of its entertainment. We’ve been blessed on The Nautilus to have a talented staff who has stuck together. And we’re happy to welcome another to our midst.” He held out one arm in a grand gesture. “Everyone seems to have met our new magician, Frankie. But I’d still like to make a formal introduction.”

      Frankie started a little at the mention. He could tell she hadn’t been expecting it. But she rose—literally—to the occasion. “Welcome Frankie, our newest addition. She’s taking the place of the Glenn the Great, who served us well for ten years. We wish him well in his retirement. And welcome Frankie to her new family.”

      The assembled entertainers had had enough to drink so the applause was more than just polite. Frankie bowed with a little grin. Someone—he thought it was Eddie, the womanizing jazz pianist—called out, “Show us some magic, Frankie!”

      Frankie looked up, appearing startled. “Oh, I couldn’t…” She shook her head and suddenly her black and pink hair fell around her shoulders. It was very fast, but Galen…almost…thought he saw something take flight. She snatched at the air and held up the dragonfly clip he’d noticed earlier. “I’m so sorry. He’s like my ex-boyfriend—always taking off when the job’s only halfway done.”

      The others around the table laughed and applauded. In spite of the slightly risqué joke, Galen applauded also, though in his heart, he wasn’t sure if it was more for the trick—which she’d obviously come ready for—or the effect of her hair falling around her shoulders. As she bowed again and took her seat, he held up his hands for silence. “And as we always do, ladies and gentlemen, a moment of silence to thank whatever you thank for your blessings, including the waiters…and then we eat!”
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      Surrounded as she was by admiring and very merry fellow performers, Frankie couldn’t help enjoying herself at dinner. The ones who gravitated toward the end of the table with her and Don reminded her of the kids in school who always sat at the back of the class. The smokers and goths and drifters. And also the ones who knew how to have fun. She’d always been one of them, a drifter until she found magic and then Lydia to help guide her. And now I’m in the drama club, she thought with amusement, looking around at the animated faces. It did actually feel pretty good belonging to something. Belonging somewhere.

      Or maybe with someone? As she thought it, her eyes wandered to the head of the table and she caught Galen looking at her. His mouth twitched a little as their gazes met, but he didn’t look away. She thought about that moment when she’d thought he was going to kiss her again. And felt, to her great surprise, her skin warm. She inadvertently looked at her plate and immediately felt he’d won something. And she wasn’t even sure she cared.

      And that was what scared her. Horrified her really, going deep to her core and then sending a chill down her spine. Galen wasn’t like the men she’d been with before. The men who, wowed by her performance on stage, weren’t interested in finding out what was beneath it all. No, Galen would want to unwrap every layer, examine each one…

      She was so caught up in this image, she didn’t realize Don had spoken to her until he touched her shoulder. She jumped, spilling the last of her drink. “Oh, sorry.” She reached for a napkin to mop it up but a woman with long dark hair and olive-colored skin reached past her with another napkin and quickly mopped up the spill before it could drip into her lap.

      “No harm done.” The woman was dressed in a white officer’s uniform like Galen’s. She smiled as she settled in the seat next to Frankie and held out her hand. “I just wanted to take the opportunity to introduce myself. I’m Dominique.”

      “Umm, hi.” Frankie accepted the hand awkwardly. “I’m sorry, I think I missed something. Kind of tired. First day and all.”

      Dominique’s smile tightened a tiny bit. “I am sure it has been draining. I’m the entertainment assistant. We spoke on the phone shortly before you boarded? I am sorry I wasn’t able to be there to greet you. I trust your room is satisfactory? And you’ve found the theater and begun rehearsals already from what I understand.”

      “Yes, well, with a show like mine, you can’t really mess around.” Frankie suddenly wanted nothing more than to get away from this woman, who, for some reason she couldn’t put her finger on, didn’t seem to totally like her. It was almost as if she recognized what Frankie had been thinking about before and didn’t approve.

      As if to confirm this, Dominique leaned forward, one perfectly manicured hand on the table between them, and said, “I won’t keep you, but I did want to tell you that if there is anything you need—anything at all—you should call on me. Officer Stavros has assigned me to make certain you…don’t need anything.”

      “Has he?” Frankie tilted her head, trying to understand exactly where this woman was coming from. Galen hadn’t mentioned that she should go to someone else for her requests. In fact, he’d seemed to indicate he would be staying on top of her case himself. And she wasn’t at all certain she wanted to think she’d been “assigned” to this woman.

      “Yes, indeed.” Dominique flashed her very white teeth in a smile. “And Don will tell you, if you need something done fast, I’m your man, right Don?”

      The old musician, who had been watching their interchange with interest, raised his beer mug to her in a toast. “Right. Absolutely.”

      “Well, thank you for that, Dominique.” Frankie stood, holding up her empty glass. “But I’m thirsty. And I’m going to have to call it a night soon if I’m going to beat Don to the theater for some extra rehearsal time tomorrow.” She winked at Don and turned, heading to the bar.

      Galen had resumed his spot behind the bar and was chatting with a couple of the dancers. He bade them farewell as she approached, turning to her, his expression professional-friendly.

      “Did you enjoy dinner?” He produced the tequila bottle from earlier.

      “I did indeed. Great staff you’ve assembled. I met—what was her name? Dominique. Sweet gal. You throw quite a party, Chief.” She leaned her elbows on the bar, accepting the glass of tequila. “The drinks don’t hurt, either.”

      “You and Don have hit it off, I see. Glad you’re making friends.” He didn’t take up the friendly, leaning-on-the-bar, bartender persona he had with the dancers. He seemed intent on maintaining his distance from her.

      I guess I scared him off with the kiss. Even if he did like it. It bothered her, possibly more than him, that she’d done that. She didn’t have to wonder too hard how Lydia would feel if she knew. To quiet her conscience, Frankie sipped the tequila, welcoming the familiar burning flavor. “Is this what it’s like, then?”

      He shrugged. “Yes?”

      “No, not working on a cruise ship or anything like that. I mean having somebody ask about your day. Like a mom worried her kid’s not going to be the popular one in class.” She tried to make it sound lighthearted, but she didn’t quite manage it.

      His smile turned a little quizzical, the professional demeanor slipping away as he took a step closer to her. “I didn’t mean to insult you.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Oh God, what was she saying? What did she mean? I think I’ve been drinking too much. How many tequilas was this, anyway? And why was she still talking? “I just meant it’s new having someone want me to make friends. Not that…not that you insulted me.”

      He reached below the bar and pulled out a rag to wipe the counter. He was closer to her now. Close enough so if she turned her head, she’d smell his cologne. But she didn’t turn her head. As if encouraged by her indifference, he said, “Didn’t your mom meet you at the door after school and ask if you made any friends?”

      “No.” The word slipped from her lips and she knew she was dangerously close to some sort of confession. The earlier contact with him combined with the tequila made her vulnerable to him. She wanted to turn to him, throw caution to the wind, and sink into another kiss, a real one this time, and find out where it might lead. But that couldn’t happen. She couldn’t afford to get involved with her boss. Not that he’d probably allow it. And yet…the world seemed to slow down and she knew in another moment she’d turn her head and he’d be there, right where he’d been earlier when she kissed him…

      “Hey!” Dominique plopped down next to her, holding out an empty wine glass. “One for the road, Galen?”

      No Officer Stavros now, huh? Absurdly happy she’d been stopped from making a horrible mistake and sorry she hadn’t been allowed the opportunity, Frankie threw back her head and downed the rest of the shot, slapping the empty glass on the counter. Then she stood and blew them both a kiss. “Gotta run. Early practice tomorrow.”

      And she walked away, putting an extra sassy sway into her hips in case he was watching. And though her steps never sped up, she knew she was really running.
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      Frankie hurried away from the lounge, eager to return to her own cabin. Down the service elevator and through the narrow corridor. At least she ranked her own tiny cabin. No roommate to contend with. She desperately needed that privacy now.

      She went in, sat on the edge of the bed and almost immediately hopped up again. Her own idiocy spurred her on like a thousand needles of guilty conscience. “I’m such an idiot.”

      What the heck was it about this guy, anyway? He was so damn uptight, he’d spent the first day after he’d met her thinking she was gay. Because she wore leather and talked tough and her name was Frankie? Frankie was a lot of things, but she’d never been mistaken for gay before.

      And of course I kissed him. Frankie’s heart contracted. That had been a mistake. She’d known it almost immediately, but she’d done it anyway. Lydia would most definitely not approve.

      But then again, who the hell cared? He’d tasted really, really good. Much different from what she’d imagined an uptight cruise director would taste. Like the best wine she’d ever drunk. And she couldn’t help hoping she got another taste. Soon.
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