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      A brewery explosion wipes out Kate Stark’s newest television team. An exploding wedding cake on a cruise ship exploring the Icelandic coast almost kills Kate herself.

      Former Secret Service agent and now owner of Cooks Network, she despises this feeling—when labeled as Hunted. Her small team is like family: a geek, a US Marine, and her con-man twin brother.

      But does she dare trust even them? Are they headed toward being collateral damage, or are they the targets and she’s the one caught in the chaos?

      Kate must walk the knife’s edge for a chance to survive.
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      He stepped into heaven. Or as close as he’d ever imagined while still walking upon this mortal Earth.

      Bad boys don’t go to Heaven, Raymond Chandler! He could hear Mam’s favorite saying. He’d prove her wrong yet.

      This moment was all prearranged, of course, but he pulled into the reserved spot directly in front of the Twin Lights Pub as if he’d randomly pulled off the road in his Ford Ranger. Not a tough-guy, I-own-the-freaking-road black F-150 or Dodge Ram designed to terrorize normal drivers on New England’s narrow, twisted streets. But neither was it some suburban sedan, and definitely not imported.

      Hitting the right tone was key in creating television shows. Don’t stiffen up, be yourself. His producer Shari had beat those words into his head until they’d become his own mantra.

      For the television videographer pre-positioned for his arrival, he’d look like just an average Joe. Driving into the seaside town of Gloucester, Massachusetts in a three-year-old deep-red pickup to park in front of a pub on a sunny June afternoon. He resisted grinning over at Shari as she hovered close behind the camera position.

      She’d picked the truck’s color because it popped on video when parked near the inevitable forest green and dark wood that defined so many pub exteriors—especially the Irish ones he intended to highlight as much as the television network would let him.

      Shari and the camerawoman slipped in behind him.

      The first thing was the smell: they’d nailed it. Not stale beer, of course. But the air in most American-built pubs tasted sterile. No character. No life. The Twin Lights smelled of the hops that hung from the old wood beams, of generous plates of steaming food. Of home. A good pub was Ray’s favorite place in the world.

      The owner had decorated in classic Irish style, right down to the painted board of a flagon of beer glowing between two shining lighthouses, which dangled above the entry door. Inside it sported comfortable booths, plenty of tables for groups both big and small, and a corner stage for three-nights-a-week bands. Twinkle lights added to the homey touch.

      About twenty patrons were seated at the bar and three tables clustered together in the otherwise empty pub. They were enough for the place to look packed from the right angles and add to the general burbles of conversation that marked a friendly pub, without creating any problems for the filming. Being friends-of, they would also be his casual interview subjects.

      “Mr. O’Connor?” He greeted the portly gentleman wiping down the bar—for probably the fiftieth time in anticipation of their scheduled arrival. “I’m Ray Chandler. I heard that you have the best Irish pub ’round these parts.”

      “Best north”—pronounced nawth—“of Boston ’til you cross the wide Atlantic. Welcome to Gloucester,” pronounced Glosta. “And call me Mike.” They clasped hands over the bar as Ray slid onto a stool.

      The place was perfect. Gloucester was America’s first seaport and dated back over four hundred years. Still small enough to feel friendly. How to make it relatable? Twice the size of MIT’s student body? No, too elitest, Ray. Those folks aren’t your target audience if you want broad appeal. “So, Mike, what made you open a pub in a town that’s a chunk smaller than the student body of BU?” Boston University had been his own alma mater, but Mam never let him forget his sister getting into MIT where both of their first-gen-immigrant parents were professors. He’d always been the black sheep.

      They chatted over the attractions of small towns for a bit.

      “That’s quite a collection, Mike.” Ray pointed at the wall Shari had already briefed him on from a prior scouting mission. It was covered with hundreds of beer coasters, perhaps thousands—without a single repeat that he could spot. There were plenty in Gaelic, but Shari’s research said the collection came from over ninety countries and covered sixty-five languages.

      “Every one of them are Irish pubs, Ray,” his lifelong Gloucesterman accent shifted from North (Nawth) Shore, Mass., to Irish with pride. And the man relaxed as he started talking about something so familiar. “If we’re missing one from Ireland herself, it’s not for lack of trying.”

      Ray stayed attentive as Mike pointed out a few favorites that patrons had collected and brought back from various travels.

      “The Irish Pub in Nepal, that’s the most remote one there is by most reckoning, along the trekking route to Everest. The Dublin is a common last stop before leaving Tierra del Fuego for the Antarctic ice. There’s Uganda, Cambodia, and Dessie O’Dowds is up to the top of Western Australia. Not much else there except crocodiles and red sand. Fetched that one myself.”

      Mike tossed Ray one from the bar. “Here’s ours for your own collection.”

      “Now that’s a beauty.” He held it up for the camera to get a good look, not speaking for long enough that they could cut the zoom in and zoom out without any sound problems. Yellow lettering on a kelly-green background. Around the rim, it read, The best beer is the one you drink with friends. Twin Lights Pub, Glosta, Mass. The central graphic showed the towering twin lighthouses of Thacher Island. On the back, a simple bit of history: The Twin Lights. Built in 1771, rebuilt in 1861. They mark the end of an Atlantic crossing for ship captains. When you reach the twin lights, turn due south for Boston. When you reach the Twin Lights pub, turn in at the door and you’re home.

      Ray thumped a fist against the center of his chest. “You got me right in the heart, Mike. Right in the heart.” He made a show of tucking it carefully in his shirt pocket. Off the rack, light blue, one button open.

      Ray added that dream of his own Irish pub collection. Not in mere coasters but rather growing into such a media sensation that he’d be paid to travel to the world’s most remote pubs. He filed that idea away to discuss with Shari as he prompted Mike for more of the pub’s background and origins. Most of it wouldn’t make it into the show, but that wasn’t the point. He let his own Irish gift o’ the gab prepare the opening of other doors.

      Ignoring the camera and the woman behind it, yet leaving the best angles open for it, had been drilled into him by Shari during unending practice until it became second nature. His producer was tough. Shari stayed in the background, but she was the one who had found him. He’d been hustling as a sous chef at The Dubliner, the best Irish pub in Boston. She’d convinced him there was a whole vast world beyond Boston that he’d never really considered, then trained him until he could pass the toughest test in the industry.

      At Shari’s insistence, they’d started at the top and pitched to the largest food television network of them all. The actual owner of Cooks Network, Kate Stark, vetted every show personally. Five-ten, black Irish—fair-skin, jet black hair, and the bluest eyes he’d ever seen—she ruled as the uncontested queen of the media-driven side of the food world. And somehow, without crapping his pants, they’d pitched the show to her.

      Ms. Stark ran the craziest interview process.

      He and Shari never even had a chance to sit down in her office. I watched your audition tape and read your prospectus and pitch, Kate had said as she rose and shook their hands. Nice enough. Let’s go. This is Rikka, ignore her if you can. Something I’ve never managed. She’d waved a negligent hand at a tiny slip of a Japanese woman holding a camera far too big for her and an even bigger smile that could only be read as evil.

      Without any other explanation, Ms. Stark had led them from her skyscraper office in Rockefeller Plaza in the heart of Manhattan, out onto the New York streets and a block south to the Pig ‘N’ Whistle. It’s a casual place. I didn’t give them any warning. Her idea of casual needed a serious downgrade. Even his former job at The Dubliner in the core of Boston’s financial district looked closer to a dive bar than this upscale watering hole of the city’s broadcast elite.

      They’d called out Kate’s name in greeting as she stepped in. Hey, Clive. I haven’t had lunch; would love a bowl of your stew. And would you mind showing Ray here what you do? Kate Stark sat at the bar, ordered a pint, and spoke directly to him for the last time. One tip: it’s not about you. Make them look good. You have until I finish lunch to capture enough film for a solid fifteen-minute spot.

      He and Shari hadn’t traded a panicked look, no matter how much they’d felt it; there just wasn’t time. He’d plunged in. Shari orchestrated everything, including getting interview releases from some patrons also dining at the bar by the time he’d left the kitchen. Through some form of voodoo magic, the little camerawoman had always been precisely where he needed her.

      Back at the studio, Cooks’ head of production might have been cliché flamboyant, but Mac Olson knew his shit. He’d taken the footage Ray and Shari had shot and polished off all the rough spots that neither of them had even imagined. This first shoot of A Brew and a Bite was transformed into television art, and Ms. Stark’s nod confirmed it worthy with only one note: The history. These pubs often have deep history; add that element going forward.

      Shari had said that was part of the plan, but this was only a fifteen-minute segment. It actually hadn’t been, but it would be now. Flexibility! He and Shari were willing to flex however necessary to rocket into the network’s firmament. At the moment, that was a pilot with an option on ten episodes in the full-hour format, way more than they’d ever dreamt of. Well, maybe Shari had when she fished him out of The Dubliner. No…by the awe on her face, it blew her away too. Ms. Stark had laughed at them both, but it had been a good-natured one that was easy to join.

      After the pressure of that shoot, today’s felt easy; anything would, out from under Ms. Stark’s watchful eye. She’d scheduled the Twin Lights shoot for her return from a two-week trip overseas. He and Shari wanted to have the first three episodes in the can to present upon her return. They’d jiggered the schedule, found a videographer, and launched up the highway to Gloucester. And it was working!

      At the Twin Lights’ taps, he poured and pulled a Black and Tan, his favorite beer. He’d thankfully long since learned the tricks to that. Mike nodded his approval at the clean line he’d achieved between the heavier Harp lager filling the bottom half of the pint and the dark Guinness he’d floated on the top by using patience and dribbling the latter over the back of a soup spoon to make it land easier in the glass.

      Shari gave him a smile, then shifted out of his peripheral vision. She’d be ten steps ahead of him, making sure the kitchen was prepped, the owner’s favorite patrons were ready, and anything else he’d never think of. Damn but that woman twisted him around. Six months ago, she’d taken a single lunch hour to fill his heart with the dream of cracking into network television. Every day since she’d remade him in his own image. His own best self. Polishing off his rough edges just as Mac Olson had done with that audition video—Ray Chandler knew he’d never shone through like this in his life.

      Highlighting Irish pubs was only the start. After Kate Stark approved the show and took them back to the Pig ‘N’ Whistle for a celebratory dinner, he and Shari had sat there straight through to closing. They’d scribbled down structures for three other shows on the bar napkins. Then, in their hotel room, had fleshed them out into full detailed proposals. They hadn’t even stopped for sex until they had it down. They were that perfect together.

      Shari wanted nothing to do with being on camera, though she certainly had the looks. Her African-American heritage and coloring—except for the bleached blonde hair that looked so good on the tall, slender woman—would play great. And she positively vibrated with her high energy and inner vision, but she’d insisted on being the background. And maybe she was right. The way Shari made the shoot flow around him as she did now at the Twin Lights was almost as good as she felt in their bed at night.

      Mike O’Connor wasn’t only the pub’s founder, it fast became clear that he was much more the back-room man. The camerawoman, Dana something, filmed him and Mike making a Full Irish together—bacon, sausages, eggs, beans, black-and-white pudding, home fries, toast, and roasted tomato slices. Then they whipped up Mike’s secret recipe for a curry chicken over jasmine rice.

      “Ireland isn’t about boiled potatoes anymore. Embracing everything good is in our nature, Ray, isn’t it?”

      He couldn’t agree more. That was how Shari hooked him, uncovering his love of just sitting in an Irish pub. A single beer could see him through a whole night; it was being there that felt best—especially when Mam was on a tear at home.

      Mike was so perfect that he wanted to ask if Kate Stark had prepped him earlier, but he knew she hadn’t. It was true Irish hospitality, with a heavy slice of Shari’s scouting work.

      “Now, tell me about that.” Ray pointed to the glass wall that backed the kitchen. “That is one serious setup. How did that happen?”

      In a narrow room seen through the glass ranged the shining steel tanks, intricate weavings of connecting pipes, and all the other paraphernalia for small batch beer brewing. He knew the gear already from Shari’s notes. It was built for a hundred and fifty-gallon batches, about ten kegs. But at Kate’s reminder that it was about them not him, he let Mike tell his story.

      Ray had already noted that six of the bar’s taps were for Irish beers but that six more had strictly local names—Mike’s own brews. Fisherman’s Fancy was an IPA. Old Pear was an Irish red, but an homage to the oldest cultivated fruit tree in the United States. The Endicott Pear Tree stood not twenty miles away—Shari had known and they’d visited it for a photo on the way here. Rockport Bitter might point to an old rivalry from the township breaking away in 1840, but the bite was good and the malt sweet had been balanced well against the hop bitter. There was even a Ledge Hard cider; ledge was what they called the granite bedrock quarried here that made the area world-famous in the 1800s.

      “It took a big grant from IPI. That’s Irish Pubs, Inc.”

      Ray knew about them. They rescued ailing pubs and helped launch new ones. He’d have to ask Shari where they got their money—Mike had said grant not loan.

      The camerawoman suggested that she’d go into the brewery alone to find the best angles. She also wanted to film the whole line without any people in the way.

      While she did that, he, Shari, and Mike had simply sat together over the good food they’d made while she did her job. Dana wasn’t as exceptional as that Rikka woman had been, but Cooks’ people were definitely top grade. He wished for a second camera, but there hadn’t been one available, so they often repeated one step or another to be shot from different angles.

      Dana signaled she was ready for them just as they started discussing finances and history. But he could see how eager Mike was to show off his pride and joy, so Ray tabled those questions for now.

      “Must have taken a bit to learn the brewing trade,” Ray teased Mike as they faced all the gleaming equipment efficiently packed into the small space. There was barely room to maneuver between the various tanks and piping.

      “That it did, laddie. But time and patience can bring a snail to County Cork. Come let me show you.” Mike sighed happily as he led them along the brewery line. His descriptions of each stage blew past Ray’s studied knowledge. Where Mike had been awkward at the front of the house, he turned erudite in here. Ray knew they could make a special episode, Brewing Basics, from this tour without any additional shooting costs, just editing and his own studio voiceover.

      With that in mind, he focused on asking leading questions.

      The questions.

      Like the special one he wanted to ask Shari about the ring burning a hole in his pocket right now.

      “That’s fascinating, Mike.” How would she answer? Shari had been many things, but predictable wasn’t one of them. But he knew it was right; he’d never been in such sync with a woman in his life. The sex rated spectacular, but the wonder of the woman made that fade into being a mere bonus. Nobody had ever believed in him so hard.

      Last into the brewery, Shari squinted at him.

      Something going wrong? But it felt so smooth.

      Then he spotted the direction of her gaze. Not the camera or their host. No, she stared at his right front thigh, where he hadn’t thought to hide the lump of the ring box deep in his pocket.

      Her eyes opened wide and her gaze shot up to his.

      One heartbeat.

      Two.

      Three…

      And her smile blasted brighter than radiant.

      Yes! Ray wanted to dance a hornpipe, sing a sea shanty, do⁠—

      “That’s odd,” Mike was tapping a dial.

      It didn’t change.

      He thumped it harder.

      Still no change.

      “What is this tank?” The stainless-steel vessel stood seven feet high and as big as a shower stall that would fit two if they wanted to be as close as he and Shari usually were when washing each other down.

      “It’s the Brite tank, the finisher.” When Mike tapped the dial again, the needle moved up, not down. “We use a method here called Forced CO2. Rather than adding more yeast to create the carbonation, I can do a multi-week process in hours with far more control by forcing the carbon dioxide into the finished beer under pressure.”

      Ray focused on the dial. “Is it supposed to be that high?” It was graded: white, green, yellow, and red. Even as he watched, the needle shifted into the red, heading for the pin stop at the end.

      Mike shook his head as he squinted at the top of the tank. “Pressure relief should have popped by now.”

      Shari edged closer.

      All three of them looked up at the valve but none of them saw the broken-off shaft of a #2 pencil pinning the valve closed.

      Stepping to the control panel, Mike pressed the Close Valve control.

      The wire to transmit the electrical impulse to the valve that would stop the CO2 had been cut. He tapped the Open Valve; the needle began moving faster. He pounded on the Close Valve multiple times, but no signal was sent. The tall supply bottles could provide one thousand and seventy-one pounds per square inch of pressure. The tank was designed to operate at fifteen psi and be safe to thirty.

      It held to sixty-seven⁠—

      Then it detonated.

      The first seam to fail was to the tank’s side, sending a storm of stainless-steel shrapnel right through where Shari had been watching from before moving closer. The sideways blast of beer didn’t touch any of them. But, with no human flesh to slow it down, the shrapnel slashed into the rack of five-foot-tall CO2 cylinders, snapping off one of the regulator valves. This turned the tank from a resource into an eighteen-inch-wide high-pressure rocket. The chains designed to keep the tanks from falling over weren’t up to the task of stopping the unstoppable force of a full tank with a missing valve.

      Mike was the first victim as the CO2 cylinder ricocheted off the back wall, shot beneath the Brite Tank still spewing a hundred and forty-six gallons of Shoebert the Seal Porter, and the cylinder’s butt end took him out below the knees. He landed face down in the dark brew that had been named for a grey seal. Shoebert had become a favorite of the neighboring town of Beverly when he spent a few weeks trapped in a freshwater pond, then crawled to the police station’s back door for help in returning to the sea. Knocked out cold, Mike lay awash in his own beer.

      With the safety chain broken, the four other CO2 cylinders toppled to the floor. Another valve broke after it clipped a pipe. This tank skipped twice before going airborne and punching into the side of the Brewing tank. A hundred and fifty-three gallons of boiling wort poured onto the floor as well. Forensics would never be able to determine if Mike fully drowned before he was cooked to death.

      The first cylinder, still ricocheting about the floor, severed the propane gas line to the wort boiler ahead of the step-down pressure regulator. The bolt of flame killed Shari instantly, not by burning her, but by the pressure wave that slammed her against the five-hundred-liter beer Serving Tank, freshly filled with the very popular Swordfish Stout. It was Mike’s bestseller and had earned him his first contact by a national brewer wanting to license the recipe for a decently obscene amount of money. Ten percent would go to Irish Pubs, Inc, but that was the deal he’d cut on all his income when they’d helped him initially.

      Unaware of Shari’s demise, Ray Chandler stood in the sea of unfinished brew, so far spared by the perfect storm of sloshing liquid, flying objects, and fire as the disaster wrecked the small Gloucester brewery. The CO2 gas cylinders ran empty and came to rest, the beer flood retreated from apocalyptic to ankle deep, and he stood well clear of the continuing flare from the broken propane pipe.

      “Ha!” Ray pumped a fist in the air. The combination of three separate weather systems colliding to form The Perfect Storm had killed the Glosta swordfish boat Andrea Gail. They’d gone down—and become famous because of the George Clooney movie. Well, he’d survived his own three-disaster storm, maybe that would make him famous too.

      But Ray didn’t realize that a fourth element had joined this particular storm. The two cylinders had released two thousand cubic feet of pure CO2 into the compact brewery’s limited air supply. That caused an initial overpressure, which had blown much of the normal air mix out of swinging doors and ventilation shafts. The fire erupting at the snapped propane line continued consuming the marginal amounts of remaining oxygen in the room at a prodigious rate.

      Ray’s balance wavered. He reached out a hand to regain his balance, barely noticing as his palm was sliced open by the torn steel of the tank that had initially detonated.

      Instead, he stood there, weaving like a leaf in the wind. No longer able to find the oxygen to breathe, he suffocated standing up.

      His knees folded first.

      As he flopped onto the hard concrete, the last pain he felt was the ring box tucked safely in his pocket being driven into his thigh. His last thought was one of Mam’s favorite admonitions: Bad boys don’t go to Heaven.

      No one would be adding to the pub’s collection of coasters anytime soon.

      The camera operator was nowhere to be seen.
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      So First-Class! Exactly how she wanted everything to run all the way through.

      Bret’s hand rested over hers as Savannah laid the big knife on the icing of their wedding cake’s lowest tier.

      All hundred passengers and several of the smaller, expedition-class cruise ship’s crew crowded together on the after deck. The sunlit sea the perfect backdrop in every direction. She’d arranged to have the captain turn the ship for the cake cutting so that the low sun of the Icelandic summer evening caught her best profile. The scents of sea and sugar wafted over those assembled, reminding them of happy times or their own weddings.

      The only awkward aspect about the whole setup was that Bret was lefthanded and she was righthanded. But because of the camera’s angle, he had to stand to her left, forcing them both to use their off hands. Bret didn’t seem to mind, but she always felt awkward and clumsy using her left land. She was sure it would show in the film. However, she took a deep breath to fortify herself as there was no choice. Kate Stark, the owner of Cooks Network, had decided to film the wedding, and the camera had to be positioned to her right—it was only proper that the bride be front and center.

      Because she and Bret were both using their off hands on the knife, neither one felt the additional resistance as the long blade snagged the thin wire hidden beneath the icing.

      The knife tip connected to the metal base plate of the tier.

      The circuit was closed: wire, knife, base plate.

      A small battery buried in the cake’s bottom layer sent a pulse of electricity through the circuit.

      Neither Savannah nor Bret felt anything. They were insulated by the handle carved per tradition from the wood of a hinoki tree.

      That’s when things started to go very, very wrong.
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      The customer is never wrong.

      Executive Chef Marnie Girard of the Oceansaway ship Ice Adventure reminded herself of that. Again. But it lay so far from the truth that she often considered writing a book entitled The Cruiser’s Guide to Never Being Right. Perhaps that was inaccurate. They were never wrong, being the ones with the money. Maybe, The Ultimate Cruiser’s Guide to Terminal Stupidity! With the exclamation point and a heavy dash of powdered habanero pepper in their breakfast cereal for revenge upon them. They’d probably talk about the piquant finish selected by the chef like it was a fine wine—while it scorched a hole straight through their tiny little brain pans.

      Her current least favorite guests had been the very first aboard ship this afternoon, Savannah Sachs and Bret Calder. Savannah had earned it personally; Bret merely guilty by association of being her fiancé.

      Dial up the meet-cute story: celebrating their shared birthdate with friends at neighboring tables in The Bedford. Where better for your happy-ever-after story to begin than in Martha Stewart’s Las Vegas eatery where the Fettuccine Alfredo ran sixty dollars—and (breathless surprise) Only a hundred-and-seventy-dollars for the caviar add-on. Oh, just so luscious! You simply must try it next time you’re there.

      True love found in an overpriced casino restaurant? Gamble much?

      Oh, and don’t you just love how our names fit together? Bret and Savannah, Savannah and Bret. Why anyone named their kid after a hot, sweaty city deep in the American south, Marnie couldn’t even guess. She shouldn’t let them get to her, but she was a French chef on a British ship; when she felt emotions, they blasted to the surface.

      She had half-seriously considered taking a chef’s knife to one or both of them for the betterment of the species’ gene pool. She’d thought her own Millennial generation owned the biggest market share of annoying. They’d proven her wrong. The Zoomers had them beat hands down—rich ones times a thousand.

      Savannah had clearly entered some altered mental state requiring absolute perfection. And she was smart and driven enough that Marnie could almost believe she’d pull it off. She was also polite and terminally pleasant about having a rod of titanium up her butt. The woman had elevated micromanagement into an art form of frenetic need driven who cared what.

      And where better to have an annoying yet poshly perfect wedding? On a cruise ship, of course. Nothing ostentatious; they weren’t dropping a thousand guests on a massive Disney ship or even five hundred on a luxurious Crystal ship.

      No, they’d decided to have their lovely little do on her cruise ship. Just fifty of their nearest and dearest to join them on Marnie’s expedition-class ship at thirteen thousand pounds sterling a head—more for the upper deck suites with balconies, of course. The ship carried a hundred guests and sixty crew, a quarter of which were Marnie’s own culinary staff, with another eight as servers.

      She’d had to meet the couple for multiple online consultations. Damn those stupid satellite constellations; even being out at sea hadn’t let her escape Savannah’s thousands of questions, pointers, tips, suggestions, and other noise. Then they’d flown out to Inspect the Venue (more effusive bubbling) when the ship reached port—twice!

      After all the video calls—with zero awareness of time zone differences as her ship moved about the world’s oceans—there’d been the first personal site visit in Punta Arenas six months ago when the ship had been sailing out of Chile and down to the Antarctic Peninsula. Not the couple; Savannah had visited with her venue scout in tow.

      During that first visit, Bret had appeared as an afterthought in the form of an engagement photo.

      Savannah had dragged him along for the second visit in Stockholm a month ago to review the final details. Yet he’d somehow sat placidly through it all with a vague smile on his lips. He showed less dynamic range than British members of the ship’s crew.

      During that hellish twelve-hour layover, Marnie had seen to neither the provisioning, which she always managed personally, nor Vicente. His ship had been in port the same day, a rare overlap, during which they typically took full and primarily horizontal advantage. As a French chef, she had very discerning taste in both food and lovers. Vincente might be a decade older, but neither that nor his sailing on a big ship for Carnival proved to be a sufficiently notable shortcoming after they got naked together with a suitable supply of condiments. Some things definitely went down better coated in a warmed dark chocolate-Courvoisier ganache. There was also the joy of a swirl of mint-infused honey drizzled on and tongue-laved away to pine after.

      Still, she kept her complaints to herself—the premium that Savannah paid for a wedding aboard ship nudged the meter from the lovely category straight into startling. It also wasn’t often as a ship’s chef that her commission included an extravagant wedding cake, which she’d rather enjoyed. Marnie had started her career as a pastry chef before ships floated into the picture and set her culinary path upon a new course.

      The stupidest part, in her unsolicited opinion—of what might actually be a lovely wedding—was their choice of wedding date. Yes, the couple shared a birthday, even if they were both sad enough to celebrate it in Vegas. And yes, getting married on the one year anniversary of their meeting offered a nicely full circle feel to everything.

      But years of observing too many shipboard honeymoon and anniversary cruises made Marnie a fair judge of marital longevity. Savannah and Bret had three years painted all over them—maximum.

      Year One, keeping up the face of the marriage to convince themselves. Year Two, keeping up face to convince each other. Year Three, pure hell. And then the stupid bit: a lifetime of hating the date of your own birthday because it was also the date of trading vows and wasting your best years on that bitch / bastard. Take your pick and both would be right by the end of it. Maybe she was wrong…she hoped so for their sakes.

      But she just couldn’t picture them like the gray-hair cruiser couples who habitually walked hand-in-hand. And did it twenty, thirty, forty years on when she asked. Marnie hadn’t found anything inside her that thought settling down made more sense than American cheese as a food product—at least not yet.

      That Savannah and Bret chose stupid wasn’t her problem. They were merely an annoyance that paid far better than average. All part of the smaller, expedition-class cruising ship experience. Unlike Vincente, Marnie wasn’t the Food Manager on a big ship with a staff of hundreds to serve a cast of thousands of human cattle on seven-day jaunts. She was an executive chef with a staff of thirteen serving two to three-week cruises to a hundred guests.

      No, her real problem was Kate Stark. She was the grand dame of food television. Her shows were fun, entertaining, and educational. Marnie had never heard of her breaking careers, but she had certainly made them with a stroke of her magic TV wand. Ever since this filming had been arranged, Marnie had been forced to confront her life choices. She’d been drifting along on ships, with nothing but utter contentment for her lot, for over a decade.

      But having snagged the notice of Cooks Network and Kate Stark herself, she became far too aware of all the choices that had landed her here. She didn’t like being forced to think about what else she might ever want. And yet, now she was—with no clear answer popping aboard either. She’d been unmoored from one shore, yet had no idea what other shore she could possibly want to land upon.

      She could feel Kate’s arrival on the ship like a split cream sauce frothing out of the pot to scorch on the burner—a frisson of blind panic overlaid by nausea worthy of bad oysters and the sweet scent of burnt dairy. It was ridiculous, as Marnie’s galley lair lay a deck below the entry level on the opposite side of the hundred-meter-long, twenty-meter-wide ship.

      But still…she felt Kate Stark’s arrival.
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      Kate stepped off the rattling metal gangplank onto the Ice Adventure.

      The ship felt comfortingly solid. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but that wasn’t it.

      “You’ve never been on a cruise?” Rikka asked from close behind, of course not missing Kate’s tentative first step aboard.

      “I haven’t been to Iceland before either.” She also couldn’t recall the last time she’d been away from Cooks Network for two full weeks—twelve days aboard, one in transit at either end. Certainly not since her parents had died and left it to her and her twin brother. Probably not since she’d quit her six years in the US Secret Service.

      Looking out from the deck, Reykjavik’s harbor spread wide about them. The angular glass facade of the Harpa Concert Hall rose beside the ship, dominating the harbor’s skyline. During the pre-trip briefing that her people put together, they said sixty percent of the country’s population had seen a show there. She’d intended to go last night but, once again, her twin brother had taken the family jet off somewhere—after she’d been clear that she needed it. She should have learned by now that telling Paul was never sufficient. Mental note, again: Talk to their pilot in the future. Paul wasn’t nasty, simply oblivious to anything that wasn’t about him.

      Thankfully, her assistant scrounged a pair of red-eye seats out of New York for Rikka and herself despite it being the height of the season.

      She hated flying red-eye. Kate had never figured out if Rikka thrived on such things, or simply never slept—ever. They’d talked the whole way across and then set off at sunrise to tour the city until it was time for the midafternoon boarding call. Rikka looked ready to roll; Kate felt ready to collapse.

      Reminding herself to be present, Kate leaned on the railing and took a slow, deep breath. The late afternoon light washed over the city. Though it was only four o’clock and the local sunset wouldn’t happen until almost midnight, she couldn’t think of the time any other way. For the first half of this trip, it would never be darker than twilight during the three hours that the sun ducked below the northern horizon. She was actually hoping to see that…after she caught up with her sleep.

      The city itself rose on a low hill past the harbor. What little she’d seen of the country coming in from the airport was a strange mix of rolling flatland with an occasional blunt peak of a volcano punching upward. Even now in mid-July, some of the lower ones still boasted snowy caps. Reykjavik was the farthest north national capital in the world, so maybe she shouldn’t be surprised.

      The thick blanket of purple lupines was set off brilliantly by the green grass and the blue tones of sky and ocean. Those were the only vibrant colors. The houses, which she’d expected to be brightly painted to offset the long winter grays, were uniformly white with red or gray roofs. More surprising for their lack of variation than anything else. Though the city was over a thousand years old, it had been little more than a village of a few thousand before the twentieth century. Now home to over a third of Iceland’s four hundred thousand residents, the city revealed no hint of its age.

      A lone church steeple, in gray concrete making it a distinct color, towered above a skyline boasting few buildings over five stories. Yet Reykjavik locals claimed a vibrant food culture that had been featured on her network but she’d never experienced. She’d intended to visit her team’s top three spots by arriving early in the city.

      “I bet your brother’s been on dozens of cruises.” Rikka never missed a chance to scoff at Paul—it was a full-time sport between them. His career was primarily focused on bedding lovely women. Her development of her half-share of Cooks Network had made him richer than even most heiresses. For Paul, that appeared to be a moot point; he was wholly impartial about his companion-of-the-moment’s wealth. He was absolutely in love with each one, until he wasn’t. Yet, by some magic formula she’d never understood, he remained friends with each one afterward.

      Her recipe for remaining friends with ex-lovers was mostly about keeping her emotional distance throughout and the affairs too brief to become acrimonious. Neither was intentional, but she hadn’t found the missing ingredient to fix that either.

      How she and Paul had been born of the same mother remained a deep mystery. That they were twins simply ranked as annoying.

      “Welcome aboard, Ms. Stark. Ms. Albert. I’m Mister Charles, the ship’s Cruise Director. You might like these.” He used a pair of tongs to hand them each a rolled-up white washcloth, freshly dampened with hot water. It was lovely to wipe it over her face and hands—not as refreshing as the eight hours’ sleep she’d missed last night, but it instilled some energy back into her system.

      A glance around revealed no readout used to garner their names from their dockside check-in. Perhaps it wasn’t hard to figure out how he knew her. She might own Cooks Network, Number One in the North American market and Top Three in both Europe and Asia, but her passion was the cooking. She spent as much time as she could in the studio with her guest chefs. Which meant she was more prominently on the air than even her mother had been.

      This trip would only add to her unsought fame. The first episode of Wedding Chefs Far Afield would start with the wedding but mostly feature Executive Chef Marnie Girard as the chef catered a society wedding aboard ship.

      Kate knew she herself was also a draw—the marketing department made sure she was aware of that—but that’s not why she always did the first episode of any new series. She wanted to set more than the theme and tone for each Cooks Network show. Far more importantly, she wanted to set a standard for how the guest chefs were treated and highlighted. This wasn’t about her, but rather the true masters of their craft.

      “Chef Girard,” Mr. Charles continued as he held out a wicker basket for their used towels, then handed each of them a flute of champagne, “is presently busy in the galley, but looks forward to meeting with you later.”

      “Meaning you’ve scared her to death, Kate, and she’s hiding.”

      The merest flicker of concern in Mr. Charles’ eyes confirmed Rikka’s assessment. One of the many reasons she didn’t wish to be The Kate Stark. So often they had to throw out the first half hour or so of footage before the chef finally relaxed around her. Some never did. Ray and Shari had leaned right in, their passion overriding any fear. It would be fun to reconnect with them once she returned.

      She and Rikka moved to the side to sip their champagne as more people came in behind them. It had a nice lemony note and a smoothness behind the fizz rippling over her tongue that spoke of above mid-shelf. Very pleasant.

      Kate finally spotted the smartwatch facing inward on the cruise director’s wrist as he greeted the next couple by name. Yet he hadn’t checked his wrist upon her own arrival. The man probably studied the guest list for prominent people before the boarding began. She vacillated in the borderland between charmed that he’d taken the trouble and creeped-out that she had somehow become a prominent person worthy of special attention.

      “So, do we turn this into an episode of Kate’s Kitchen Raids?” Rikka hefted the camera case that she hadn’t handed over with their other luggage at the base of the gangway.

      Staging a camera-in-the-lead raid on the chef’s kitchen was a thought, but Kate wanted Marnie Girard cooperative, not panicked. “You know as well as I do, that series isn’t about ambushing chefs.” It was about getting behind the scenes in kitchens at major events, like the Superbowl or the G-7. Though that conclave of world leaders had turned rather more challenging than intended.

      “Spoilsport!” Rikka’s view of the world. She hugged her camera case close as if seeking another target.

      At the base of the loading gangway, a team had been waiting to take their luggage, but Rikka had refused to let anyone else touch her camera case. The team was led by a grizzled old salt and included four slight men dressed in ninja black—black deck shoes, black jeans, black turtlenecks, and matching worker-guy gloves. They even wore those sports cowls—black, of course—up past their noses, probably to avoid catching every passenger-borne cold. Black woolen caps against the cool afternoon (Iceland’s only other kind were cold) and dark sunglasses completed their outfits. Based on her briefing for the cruise, they were probably Filippino—not that there’d been much to see of them. Most were closer to Rikka’s five-foot-zero (she always specified the zero) than Kate’s five-ten, but they manhandled heavy luggage aboard as if were oversized pillows.

      They didn’t mar a single one, but Rikka was as protective of that camera as she was of her sushi knives.

      More and more people were gathering in the lounge area, armed with champagne glasses and overly bright smiles. Some obviously trying to hide jet lag, like herself. Others, young enough to not care, and therefore intensely annoying.

      The half of those aboard that were wealthy Gen Z guests for the wedding set about mingling and pretending that they knew each other. The elder half were on the trip for their own reasons and clustered in small groups. Most of the latter would be here for the exceptional birding that existed around Iceland in the summer months.

      A cluster of eleven ladies-of-an-age were also here on a knitting-group expedition. Several of them had already taken over a corner of the lounge and pulled out their projects while sipping their champagne. Kate wasn’t a knitter, but she made a mental note to spend some time hanging out with them—they certainly looked to be enjoying themselves.

      Everyone had received wedding invitations as part of their on-boarding package—including Kate and Rikka. Fifty unknown guests at your wedding apparently earned some kind of Gen Z points that she didn’t understand, even after Rikka had tried to explain it. As a cusp-year Millennial, she at least had a chance. Being eight years older clearly placed Kate in the middle-late, out-of-touch category of their shared generation.

      There was an additional danger beyond polite cruise directors—several women from both the older and the younger crowd had recognized her. By their glances at her and away, and a growing buzz among themselves, Kate knew she had seconds before she’d be surrounded by fawning supplicants who’d simply love to share grandma’s county-fair-prize-winning recipe—live on one of Kate’s shows, of course.

      Several men were eyeing them as well, but that was probably Rikka’s doing. It was the lure of a stunningly cute Japanese-Eurasian with straight hair long down her trim frame and mystical green eyes. She wore her usual form-fitting black turtleneck, black jeans, and black sneakers. She’d fit right in with the crew ninjas except her sneaker laces were bright purple today, which—if Kate called them purple—Rikka would come up with some completely bizarre color name that had nothing to do with purple, Oh no, it’s ultra-mauve or the color of the Boy Scouts of America’s flag or something far more obscure than she could guess. Kate had quickly learned to never comment on their ever-changing variety beyond saying, Nice.

      “Let’s settle in our room first, then we’ll find our chef.” That should give the chef a few minutes to get over at least the first wave of panic at her arrival. Kate had long since learned that chefs tended to freak out when meeting the owner of the top cooking network. Their reactions varied, but she’d seen what Rikka called The KS Effect—which she’d insisted was short for Kick Ass rather than for Kate Stark, when Kate had been foolish enough to ask. It transformed even the most arrogant of the chef breed into bumbling fools for a time. Them she rather enjoyed scaring the shit out of; innocent cruise ship chefs not so much.

      Rikka smiled, “Right. First, we establish our base of operations. Then we go on the hunt.”

      “You’ve been spending too much time with Sam. He’s rubbing off on you.” The hulking Marine Force Recon (retired) made Kate look as small as she did Rikka. A decidedly odd couple, but it seemed to work for them. Rock steady and dead silent versus Rikka’s live-wire energy who always had the fascinating or the funny to impart—thankfully without tipping over into annoying chatter.

      “I’m rubbing against him every chance I get.” Rikka’s grin was wicked and reminded Kate of how long it had been since she’d found someone she wanted to rub against. Wouldn’t be happening on this trip as she and Rikka were sharing a suite.

      “We’re up two decks,” Rikka opted for the stairs over the small elevator. Probably a good idea with how generous she’d heard shipboard meal portions were.

      Kate stopped to glance at the ship’s deck-layout diagram posted by the stairs. It showed five decks, with rooms forward on the first three levels and only in the middle on the top two. To the ship’s rear, from lowest to highest were: dining room and galley (where Chef Marnie would be hiding), lounge (where the champagne welcome service continued), a library and a secondary lounge that included a bar and was labeled as The Captain’s Club, then an outdoor dining area tagged as the Quarterdeck. The Bridge lay at the very forward end on that fourth deck. The topmost deck was smallest and had a beauty salon to the rear, the best rooms middle, and a viewing platform forward. Machine spaces and the crew’s deck below didn’t appear on the diagram, though the ex-Secret Service agent in her would certainly be watching for the access points.

      As she viewed the deck names, Kate puzzled at their implications. This cruise line specialized in the far north and far south cruises, right to the edge of the ice pack in either direction. She knew that they owned a sister ship to the Ice Adventure that had each deck named for one of the great polar explorers.: Amundsen, Byrd, Mawson, Scott, and Shackleton.

      Rikka had actually slowed down enough to read the names as well and let out a happy sound.

      “What?”

      “It’s not the explorers; these decks are all named for lost ships.”

      The sheer mass of esoteric knowledge that Rikka carried around shouldn’t fit in a single individual’s brain. But Kate knew just enough to see that her friend was right.

      Rikka stabbed a finger at each one as she cataloged them from the lowest deck to highest.

      “Shackleton’s Endurance, crushed and sunk on the way to Antarctica, undiscovered for a century. They recently found it three thousand meters down, under the ice pack of the Weddell Sea.”

      She pointed at the deck they’d entered on and still hadn’t escaped. Kate kept a weather eye on the lounge guests, but they looked uncertain if this was the opportune moment to reenact a streaming ice-floe-like charge of humanity to crush down upon her. For the moment, the passage of escape remained open. Though it might snap closed at any second and spell her doom to sinking beneath overeager cooks.

      “I don’t want to suffer the same fate as the Endurance.”

      Oblivious to her dilemma, Rikka remained firmly blocking her direct line to the stairs and continued. “The Jeanette got all crushed up in 1881 after being trapped in the polar ice north of Russia for two years—thirteen of thirty-three survived.”

      “How do you know that one?” Kate didn’t know why she ever asked. It was some kind of deep Pavlovian response that she couldn’t help around Rikka.

      “Great book about it by Captain Edward Ellsberg titled Hell on Ice. I can lend you a copy. Neat guy. Did you know that he—” Rikka could launch into a lengthy lecture at the least provocation.

      Kate preempted this one by pointing at the next deck’s name on the ship’s diagram.

      “Oh, the Erebus shouldn’t have its own deck—abandoned in the ice, no survivors, rediscovered a hundred and seventy years later on the ocean floor. Her sister ship, the Terror, didn’t get listed at all—the pansies.”

      Personally, Kate felt that was a wise choice. She wouldn’t particularly like having a cabin on a deck named Terror.

      “What’s really weird is that after they abandoned both ships, the Terror did travel ninety kilometers south on her own from where she was abandoned. I bet she sailed right past Franklin and his gang, who had considered her lost before becoming lost themselves.”

      “Is this ancient Greece?” Deck Four was their deck, Octavius.

      “That one is seriously cool. Back in the 1700s, a trader reached the orient and decided to sail back from China to the UK through the Bering Strait. He planned to traverse the uncharted Northwest Passage to Europe. They were found by a whaler thirteen years later. The ship had made it through—she floated off the coast of Greenland. The captain still sat in his chair, logbook open and pen in hand—frozen in that position for the whole span of years, based on his final log entry.”

      A shiver up her spine almost convinced Kate she’d have been happier on a deck named for the Terror.

      Rikka didn’t bother commenting on Deck Five’s name, The Flying Dutchman. Instead, she began climbing the stairs and chanting the dark chorus from the finale of Wagner’s opera Der fliegende Holländer, “Yohohoeh! Yohohohoeh! Scream, storm-wind, howl!” Her mezzo soprano voice did little to offset the spookiness of the basses and baritones Wagner had written for.

      They’d seen it together over the winter at the Met and, typically, Rikka remembered the words as she did everything else. Kate and Paul had inherited the Met subscription when their parents died. Whenever he wasn’t around—not much of an opera fan, he made a point of becoming scarce on opening nights—Rikka typically joined her.

      The chorus of the cursed sailors wending their ship once more to sea, to spend another seven years in the shadowy realm of lost souls, led her up the short flight.

      “You choose the most fun places to go, Kate,” Rikka broke off the chant as they reached Erebus Deck, temporarily escaping all of the aspirants to TV stardom in the ship’s lounge down on Jeanette Deck.

      Maybe she could hire a passing ice floe as a bodyguard, ready to intervene on a moment’s notice and freeze out anyone seeking to corner her during the voyage.

      “Glad we aren’t on the top deck. Damned by Satan to wander the high seas? Ick!” Rikka shuddered like a dog trying to shed a recent swim.

      “But the Dutchman and his crew were redeemed in the end.”

      Rikka blew a raspberry. “Only by a perfectly ridiculous soprano casting herself into the sea and killing herself to prove that love carried beyond death. Not my idea of redemption. I mean, would you want to kill yourself to save those ladies eyeing you like a golden ticket without even offering you a lifetime supply of chocolate Wonka bars?” She waved her hand down toward the lounge, of course not missing a thing.

      Rikka guided her off the stairs to tour the third deck. In addition to early photographs of the command crews, there were numerous, painfully vivid paintings. Both the Erebus and the Terror setting forth from England, becoming caught in the ice, and finally abandoned. Behind the bar in The Captain’s Club, there was an encased model of the Erebus caught in the ice. It included the crew laboring to drag their small boats over the rough ice, seeking an escape they never found. The small library had several shelves of Arctic and Antarctic exploration disasters, outnumbered only by an amazing collection of birding books.

      Octavius, their own deck, was even more macabre. The luxury of the dark wooden walls and thick carpeting were offset by the tastefully spotlit paintings screwed to the wall against movement in violent weather. That ship had been found with weather-tattered sails and rough icebergs all about, but it had long predated photography and only been seen that one time by rough whalers. From their meager description, the artists’ imaginations took flight.

      Close by their own cabin’s door hung a pen-and-ink of the whaler’s rescue crew fearful of the captain frozen to death in his chair. The near mythic nature of the finding inspired modern renderings to appear far more ghostly and misty because—unlike the Erebus and Terror—she had truly been a ghost ship, not merely lost to the ice.

      Kate decided to skip touring the uppermost deck for now. She would need to feel far stronger to face the truly mythic emanations from the murky shadows of Richard Wagner’s mind. There were some things better left to the imagination.

      Rikka pointed at the small sign on the door across from theirs. It read, Groom’s Suite. “Did you know that the bride and her immediate entourage claimed all six luxury cabins at the uppermost level? And as a bonus, the ship’s beauty salon is up there too.” Kate had left that chore of dealing with the bride to Rikka and intentionally not asked for any report. She didn’t need to, Rikka heaped more than her usual share of disdain upon the woman’s head in absentia.
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