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I dedicate this work to my husband and soul mate, Warren, without whose support, I wouldn’t be writing.

And of course, to Clinton, who constantly asks how my writing projects are going. And to Rebecca Langham, my local partner in crime.

I also dedicate this work to Kyla, a wise young woman who gave my drummer a name and my harpist a purpose.

Finally, to the survivors, and to those who will one day find their inner strength.


Prologue

Pitch black. Then candlelight. One lonely flame lit the face of a plump-faced man in a robe.

“How did I get here?” I asked.

“That’s not important right now,” the monk replied. “It’s where you’re going.” He reached for a journal, which sat on the stool to his right, and set the candle in its place. He flipped several pages and held it to the flame. “Are you fond of voyages?”

I shook like nervous prey. “I really need to know how I got here.”

“You’re a troubled man in need of rest and recreation. And a healthy dose of self-reflection.”

“But—”

“I wish you’d stop asking questions. You’ve never bothered listening to those who’ve responded.”

Harmonious chants filled the silence. These men’s voices calmed me, even though a dozen questions still needed answering.

Another light appeared coming from a round window. I shuffled toward it. There I was in the dark on the other side. I lay sleeping.


Chapter One

My pillow was as lumpy as poorly cooked oatmeal. This was not my pillow. Mine was soft and luxurious like the ones you sleep on in top class hotels. It was stuffed with goose feathers although I didn’t know at the time my boyfriend bought them. He’s the one with the taste. This was how I knew this was not my pillow.

I opened my eyes in a strange room.

My fingers dragged across the sheet. Starchy. Where am I? When I saw where I was, I leaped out of bed. I nearly bashed my head on the low ceiling. My heart raced. What happened to that monk with the cryptic phrases?

Flashes of light lit the red walls with splashes of other colours. This is too much. My head whipped a one-eighty to face a circular window, which a moment ago I saw myself through. With equal amounts of fear and curiosity I peered through it.

Ocean. Why is there ocean? At least it should be ocean. Am I insane? This ship is floating on chocolate. Chocolate!

Strips of coloured light shimmered from the sky, as if a neon rainbow had been placed on an invisible clothesline and remained flapping in the wind. That was the reflection I noticed flashing colours on the red walls.

I considered staying in this tiny room. It seemed safe enough. But my legs propelled me outside. Or am I just seeking relief? Or answers, maybe?

Salt air. It weaves its own magic. It makes your lungs know they’re alive. But how can salt air come from a chocolate sea? And music. Soothing. So wonderfully soothing. Until it stopped.

“Please, keep playing,” I said.

The redheaded woman in a vintage fern-green dress eyed me like a gardener working out what to do with a dying plant.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “You look like you need sleep.”

Her golden harp towered above her pixie-like presence. She strummed once more. I guess she was trying to calm me. It worked. The harp’s spiritual sound appeased my panic.

Next to this whimsical lady was a plump boy with a buzz cut. He tapped on the cymbals of his drum kit and then smiled at me. Like her, he was dwarfed by his instrument.

A man in a white suit, a white tie, and a turquoise shirt held his guitar like a rock god. He wore sunglasses which reflected the twilight sky.

I closed my eyes. A subtle breeze helped me collect my thoughts. A trio of musicians on a ship possibly floating on chocolate. Just a normal day. Not!

“My name is Ferris,” I mumbled.

The drums were tapped again. “I’m Scallywag,” said the boy.

“Scallywag?”

“Yep.”

“Is that a nickname?”

“Why would it be a nickname?”

I opened my eyes. He beat out a drum roll before striking his cymbal loudly. He then grinned at me like someone with a secret he’d eventually share.

The harp was plucked once more. “I’m Olive.”

“And I’m Cole.” The man in white rigidly offered his hand. I shook it.

“Where am I?”

Olive stared at me as if she’d discovered a birthmark on my face. “You don’t know?”

I shook my head.

“You’re aboard the Sea Queen.” Cole half smiled as he said this. “Are you a stowaway?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t remember boarding this ship.”

The rainbow lights were still swaying midair, but now I was closer and noted white specs sliding down each colour. Like sugar pouring into a devilish treat.

“Why is the ocean brown and gluggy?” I asked.

“Because it’s the ocean,” Scallywag replied. He gazed at the others.

“But the ocean is blue and fluid,” I insisted.

“When is chocolate blue and fluid?” Again, he gazed at the others.

“Are you sick?” Olive asked with genuine concern.

“Maybe I’m dreaming.” I closed my eyes again. “Where are we heading?”

“Heading?” Cole twanged his guitar. This seemed to be a pattern with all of them, fleetingly playing for emphasis.

“You know. Heading! What is the Sea Queen’s destination?”

“It’s not going anywhere,” Scallywag replied. “It’s just sailing.”

“How long have you been on this ship?”

“For as long as my memory serves me.” Olive answered this time. “Open your eyes, Ferris. The darkness may be soothing but real life is your friend.”

Real life? I chuckled.

“You look scared.” Again, the sound of the harp accompanied her voice.

I slumped. My arse hit the deck. A twang of pain came late. A hand touched my shoulder. I opened my eyes. Olive had crouched next to me.

“You seem like someone with a story to tell,” she said. “And we all like stories.”

“Stories?”

“Yes, stories,” she repeated. “Are you an explorer? Are you royalty hiding from your subjects? Do you solve puzzles at night, or do you need the daylight? What’s your story?”

“Start by telling us how you got here,” Scallywag said.

Telling my story made sense. I had to regain a sense of clarity.

“Okay. I live in a house with my boyfriend. It was Wednesday night. We were talking and then…”

“And then?” Cole asked.

“…and then I woke up here, in one of the cabins.”

“That’s your problem, dear.” Olive crossed her arms with purpose.

“What?”

“Well, it all happened on a Wednesday,” she replied. “I never trust Wednesdays. All sorts of bad things happen on a Wednesday. Scallywag, remember Miss Calculation’s toothache?”

“Yeah,” he replied. “She screamed so loud she drowned out our playing.”

“No. No. That was Miss Assumption.” Olive looked to the sky, clarifying her thoughts. “Miss Calculation jammed her finger in her cabin door. She screamed, accompanying us with her unusual operatic voice. Biggest audience we’ve ever had. That happened on a Tuesday. Good things happen on Tuesdays.”

“Was Miss Calculation the one with the crooked nose?” Cole asked.

“No. No. That was Miss Represent.” Olive turned to face me. “Watch out for Miss Represent, Ferris. She thinks she’s an octopus. Her arms sway all around her as she talks to you.”

“I thought that was Miss Directed.” Scallywag scratched his head.

“I think you’re right.” Olive paused for a while. “Then who is Miss Represent?”

“Miss Represent is the one who flirts,” Cole replied.

“Didn’t Miss Represent also have the toothache?” Scallywag asked.

“Maybe.” Olive turned to me again. “Too many unmarried women on this ship. Perhaps if they were married, I wouldn’t get them confused.”

“Yes, you would,” Cole said. “They’d be Mrs Calculation, Mrs Assumption, Mrs Directed and Mrs Represent. You’d be just as confused.” He flicked a different guitar string for each woman he mentioned.

“If some were married and some weren’t, then you wouldn’t be as confused,” Scallywag said. “You’d still be a bit confused but just not as much. Especially on Tuesdays.”

I couldn’t help smiling. “Is there anyone on this ship who might know how I got here?”

“What day is it?” Olive asked.

“Tuesday,” Cole replied.

“Then yes,” Olive declared. “There should be someone on this ship who knows how you got here.”

“The Alchemist would know,” Cole said.

“You have an alchemist aboard the ship?” I grinned with absurdity.

“Of course,” Olive replied. “We need someone to tend the sick.”

“He’s good with toothaches,” Scallywag blurted.

“Don’t you have a dentist?” I asked.

“We did,” Olive replied. “But he was a chocoholic. He drowned at sea.”

I stood, stretching into an almighty yawn.

“Tired?” Scallywag asked.

“No. Just…” Emotions bombarded me. Most of them good. It was a little darker, and the sky had turned purple. The sugary rainbow took on deeper shades. The taste of salt still greeted my tongue even with the chocolate sea. It was warmer too. Slightly balmy. I wiped my forehead.

“Well, whatever’s going through your mind, young Ferris, we should find answers before it becomes Wednesday.” Olive offered her hand and helped me off the floor. “Does anyone remember which cabin the Alchemist lives in?” Both Cole and Scallywag pointed in opposite directions. “If it’s Tuesday then Scallywag must be right. No offence, Cole, but you have such a dark soul. I’d believe you if it was Wednesday.”

We strolled toward the centre of the vessel. The ship rocked gently, and although I felt wobbly, I swiftly adjusted to its movements.

“If we can’t find a way to send Ferris home, we’ll have to find a costume for him,” Scallywag said to Olive.

“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I sported the same jeans and shirt I had on when last talking to my boyfriend.

“That’s true, Scal,” Olive replied. “He’d look good in pink. Yes, pink.” She halted, and the others stopped with her. “Do you have an affinity to an animal?”

“An animal?” I stared at her.

“They’re talking about the Winter Masquerade,” Cole said. “The party is on this weekend.”

“But it’s warm tonight.” I stared at all of them this time. “Isn’t it summer?”

“Yes, so winter will be here soon,” Olive replied.

“But what about spring?” I asked.

“Spring?” She looked to the others.

“Do you mean a mechanical spring”—Scallywag jumped for effect—“or a, hmm, what other type of spring is there?”

“It’s a season,” I replied. “It comes between summer and winter. It’s when flowers bloom and nature makes love.”

“Is spring a new invention?” Olive asked.

“No. It’s as old as time itself.”

“Curious.” She shrugged while facing her friends. “Must keep an eye out for it.”

“Maybe it will arrive on Friday,” Scallywag said. “I’d like to see animals making love.”

“Now, about your costume,” Olive continued. “How do you feel about flamingos?”

“The feathers will be hard to source.” Cole’s voice had a single tone. Permanently deadpan. “Especially pink ones. Yellow will be easier.”

“But yellow isn’t Ferris’s colour.” Olive began walking. We all followed. “Purple would suit him.”

Scallywag zigzagged across the deck as we strolled, burning off youthful energy as we kept a steady pace.

“What do people wear to this masquerade?” I asked.

“Miss Take once wore a dress so wide, no one could get on the dance floor.” Scallywag was now skipping. “So, she boogied the night away by herself.”

“But she looked elegant,” Olive said. “At least you thought so, didn’t you, Cole?”

“Olive, I keep telling you, I’m gay.”

“Come on, Cole, you’re not that cheerful.” She pinched him on the cheek. “You smile from time to time, but you’re not gay.”

“What are you all wearing?” I asked.

“Nothing too outlandish,” Cole replied. “We’re playing that night, so I’m going to wear a white suit and a shirt.”

“But that’s what you’re wearing now.” I laughed, not meaning to.

“And a white mask,” Cole added.

“You could use a little more imagination,” Olive said.

“I’ll borrow one of Ferris’s feathers and stick it in my hair.” He winked at me. “Just make sure you choose a colour that matches us both.”

Cole has a sense of humour. Who would have thought?

The Alchemist’s cabin had an old wooden door. Years of salt had stripped the lacquer, exposing the splintered timber. Scallywag knocked on it firmly. No one answered.

“Knock again,” I said.

He knocked harder this time. Still no answer so he rattled the doorknob. The door opened.

“Should we go…” The others entered before I finished my sentence.

This cabin was larger than mine. An abundance of glass reflected the dim light. Dusty stained-glass panels sat against the walls. Glass beakers and test tubes filled with bright-coloured liquids took up most of the room. A desk with piles of aged paper and a quill pen sitting in ink stood proudly in the middle with a royal throne as its office chair. But there was no Alchemist.

We were about to leave when Olive noticed an envelope covered in our shoe prints near the front door. She opened the letter and read.

 

To whom it may concern,

We have the Alchemist. We fully understand his importance to the residents aboard the Sea Queen, but we have taken him to another dimension. One that needs him more.

Sorry for the inconvenience but we may consider bringing him back for an offer of high tea on Wednesday. If not Wednesday, Friday will be fine.

We’d appreciate the captain baking her fabulous scones for the occasion. With fresh cream and raspberry jam. Please.

Yours sincerely,

A couple of unlikely kidnappers.

 

“Well that stinks!” Cole stated the obvious. “Are you from that other dimension they were talking about, Ferris?”

I didn’t know.

“High tea on a Wednesday,” Olive said.

“Troublesome Wednesday,” Scallywag said. “And bad news on Tuesday.”

“That gazumps your theory about the days of the week, Olive,” Cole said.

“It all depends on when this note was written,” she replied.

How will I get home now?


Chapter Two

“We’ll need the Detective to help us find the Alchemist,” said Olive. “That’s our only option to get you home.”

We were still in the Alchemist’s quarters. Cole studied the ransom note.

“It doesn’t specify whether the kidnappers are on the ship or in that other dimension,” he said.

“That’s why we need the Detective,” Olive replied. “Now, where did we see him last?”

“Can’t we just go to his cabin?” I asked.

“He’s never in his cabin,” Scallywag replied. “We’ll have to listen out for him on the ship.”

“Listen?”

“He has a very loud voice.” Scallywag shook his head. “Some say he sounds jovial. I say he’s loud.”

We left the Alchemist’s cabin and wandered. Soon, Scallywag pointed to a colourful piece of material on deck. “That’s his scarf,” he said.

“What’s his scarf doing on deck?” I asked.

“He’s renowned for losing things,” Olive replied. “Thank the goddess! With his items all over the ship and his loud yet jovial voice, we’ll find him.”

I picked up the scarf. It was sheer like stockings and had many small flowers in the design. I wrapped it around my hand. This was a queer adventure.

We continued our search.

“What’s your boyfriend’s name?” Cole asked me.

“Harris.”

We kept strolling until Olive cried, “Well, don’t stop there!” She eyed me eagerly. “Talk about him. Us single folk need titillation.”

“Titillation?” I smirked.

“Yes,” she replied. “We want to hear the good stuff.”

“Where do I start?”

“Appearance,” she continued. “How you met. Best qualities. Annoying habits. Does he cook?”

“Ah, appearance. He’s brooding. Short slick hair and arms I melt into.”

“How you met was the next question,” Scallywag said.

“At a petrol station. I was paying, and he was filling his car. I fell in love with his car before I noticed him. A maroon sports model. There was someone in the passenger seat, so I was summing up what type of guy drives a car like that and who does he drive around with. The passenger was younger, although at the time I couldn’t see much of him. Harris told me later he was a man he slept with the night before and I told him he was showing off to his one-night stand. He didn’t find the remark as funny as I did.”

“Doesn’t he have a sense of humour?” Cole asked.

“Yes, but it’s different to mine. Teenage boy stuff makes him laugh. Fart jokes. Things like that.”

“Is there anything sophisticated about him?” Olive again seemed weirdly fanatical.

“He appreciates nice things.”

“You mean expensive things.” Scallywag wore a know-all grin.

“That too.” I halted and then pointed. “Is that the Detective’s cap?”

“Yes,” Olive replied. “One of many.” She picked it up. “A floral scarf and a checked beret. He must have lost his glasses before he dressed.” She stepped forward. We followed. “Now, Ferris, let’s get to Harris’s annoying habits before his best qualities.”

“Staying up longer than me, doing god knows what, and then climbing into bed and using me as his hot water bottle.”

“Even in summer?” Scallywag asked.

“Even in summer. He’s as cold-blooded as a reptile, I swear.”

Cole stopped. “A pair of glasses.” He grabbed them. “They’re covered in salt. They’ve been here for a while.”

Olive took a closer look. “That’s the pair he lost before his last two pairs. He’ll be glad we found them.”

“Wait a second.” I’d just realised something. “Where’s the other passengers?”

“What do you mean?” Olive asked.

“Where’s Miss Assumption and Miss Represent and all the others on this ship?”

“We don’t need to talk to them.” Scallywag said this as if no other explanation was needed.
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