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        They’re rival reporters chasing

        the biggest scoop Comet Cove has ever seen.

        She wants a serious story. He wants glitz and gossip.

        The problem is, they just might want each other.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Comet Cove, Florida, is all about stars. Star Harbor, Stargazer Point, and a galaxy of space-themed businesses draw more and more famous folks escaping their celebrity lives for a stay in this quiet, quirky town. But when a fishing boat explodes in the Atlantic with a beloved actor on board, the big bang shakes up more than the glitterati.

      Fueled on mochas from Bean Me Up, reporter Roz Melander rushes to land the biggest story her beach town has seen in years. Who was aboard the boat? And what caused the blast? Solving the mystery could help her save her family’s struggling Courier and get her back to her big-city career.

      But her annoyingly handsome rival, newshound Alden Knox, is one step ahead of her. A cynical former tabloid scribe, Alden nets scoops for the fluffy Beacon, chasing the VIPs flocking to Comet Cove. And with every quip and quibble he throws at her, he gets on Roz’s last nerve.

      As the story throws them together, they both run to get it first—but when they run into danger, they realize someone will do anything to stop them. Teaming up to foil a dangerous enemy might keep them alive, but now they have another problem. One of them has to win. And given their inconvenient attraction, winning might hurt just as much as losing, especially if their hearts get in the way of their deadlines.

      Scoop and Scandal is a low-spice funny romantic mystery. This novel contains mild cursing, unabashed longing, closed-door canoodling and lots of giggles.
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        Once upon a time in Florida

      

      

      

      The rumble shook Roz Melander right to her bones.

      “It’s too early for a thunderstorm, isn’t it?” She looked out the front window of the coffee shop, still feeling the boom. Her nose for news longed to sniff out a story in Comet Cove that might rival what she’d left behind at the Baltimore paper.

      “I don’t know what that was,” said Lily. The skinny blond barista who worked weekday mornings at Bean Me Up tapped Roz’s iced mocha order into the register.

      Since her return to balmy Florida, Roz craved cold treats, from her coffee to the occasional cone at the Milky Way, where she’d spent many a high school date. Icy goodies were the one vice she allowed herself, the only one she had time for. Well, that and the occasional glass of wine after a long day of work. And they were all long.

      “Maybe my brother drove by,” Lily added, trying to explain the noise. “His old Charger backfires all the time.”

      “Maybe,” Roz said, handing over the toll for her morning caffeine. But she doubted a bang that big came from a backfire. Besides, it didn’t sound like it happened right outside. So where?

      She checked her phone. No rocket launch this morning, so no falling boosters and no sonic boom. She tucked her phone back in her bag and took a minute to appreciate the space and UFO art on the walls, sneaking a glance at a pod of old guys who sat in the back of the sunny cafe, solving the world’s problems. Plus one Grammy-winning pop diva wearing headphones and hiding behind a laptop. Roz still wasn’t used to stumbling over celebrities wherever she went in her old hometown, which had, to her puzzlement, become a star magnet. But she respected their space.

      She turned and narrowed her eyes at a new arrival who’d set the door jingling.

      The door and her nerves.

      She hadn’t been properly introduced, but she knew his byline in The Beacon: Alden Knox. While Roz struggled to save the staid Comet Cove Courier—the newspaper had just cut back from daily to weekly print publication to focus on online news—the newer Beacon had more sparkle than substance.

      Online and in its colorful weekly, The Beacon profiled lavish houses, pretty people and ritzy restaurants. Alden, its chief newshound, chased scoops on celebrities—apt, since it seemed more stars bought homes here every day. Others flocked to a growing number of upscale hotels, including Lunaria Lodge. The new resort sprawled on a scenic point on the Atlantic Ocean by the lighthouse, on the south side of the inlet that split Comet Cove.

      Alden nodded at Roz, blinked as he spied the pop star, then flashed his million-dollar smile at Lily. “Morning.”

      “Your usual?” the clerk paused in brewing Roz’s mocha, pushed a lock of hair out of her face and smiled back at Alden.

      “As long as it’s hot,” he purred in that cursedly smooth voice, no mistaking the double entendre.

      Roz couldn’t get hot out of her head as she pretended to ignore him. He had to know how attractive he was, and that made him all the more annoying. He made casual look couture—jeans that clung in all the right places and a white, button-up shirt whose partially rolled sleeves showed off muscular arms and an enviable tan. Under dark, expressive eyebrows, his cool gray eyes took in everything with an almost sleepy disregard. He had a long, straight nose, a strong chin dusted with scruff, and a distracting mouth forever on the verge of a sardonic quirk. His dark brown hair was precision-cut, just long enough to tempt a woman to run her fingers through it—some lonely, needy woman who was an easy mark for that debonair act.

      Not her.

      Roz had another agenda. One: Save the family business so her ailing mother would have something viable to sell. Two: Cover the news while running circles around this guy. Three: Get back to the city and the investigative team so she could salvage her career.

      “Iced mocha!” Lily handed the tall paper cup to Roz and tapped her screen again.

      “You’re a goddess.” Roz cradled the cup and prepared to scoot around her rival.

      But then, as Alden stepped closer to the counter and touched his card to the reader, he spoke. “Working on anything interesting?”

      It was the first time he’d ever said a word to her. Roz, dumbstruck, met those piercing gray eyes, and her breath hitched.

      And then the sirens started.

      Alden’s perfect right eyebrow shot up at the sound. Roz shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant.

      “Maybe I am now,” she replied as she pushed out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Alden smiled again at Lily, mentally reminded himself to write something about the pop diva, and casually sipped his hot black coffee on his way out into the cool February morning. He didn’t want to look as if he were running after his rival.

      He’d seen Rosalind Melander, as her byline called her, four or five times a week since he’d moved to Comet Cove a month ago, in January. It took him less than a day to figure out who she was. After all, her Courier had only three journalists who did all the reporting, editing and photography. His publication, The Beacon, had five, including a dedicated photographer, plus a stable of freelancers. It wasn’t hard to discern who was writing what by power of deduction.

      And after he saw her, he needed to know who she was.

      He’d first encountered her at the Meteor Mart, the shop at the gas station a few blocks from Bean Me Up. She was telling Mrs. Yung, the skeptical lady who ran the convenience store, that the Courier should be placed above The Beacon in the rack.

      Alden hadn’t been able to take his eyes off Ms. Melander, as he’d come to think of her. There was something about her no-nonsense attitude that precluded the use of first names.

      He didn’t know if it had been her provocative curves, the captivating bounce of her long, reddish-brown hair or the green flash in her hazel eyes, but something about her stopped him like a red cape whipped in front of a bull. He stuttered to a halt, panting, scuffing the ground with his feet, at least on the inside.

      On the outside, he pretended a definite lack of interest and, after she left, charmed the shopkeeper into displaying The Beacon on top.

      Most women seemed to love Alden whether he showed interest or not. But whenever he was around Ms. Melander, whatever he did, he just seemed to tick her off. She’d never said a word to him until now, but she gave off enough frosty vibes to chill his coffee.

      Maybe they were rivals, but it was a small town, and it didn’t hurt to be friendly, did it? Each time Alden watched her lush pink lips purse in frustration, he longed to be very friendly indeed.

      They crossed paths only at the coffee shop or where their divergent beats intersected. A zoning meeting on the expansion of the golf club and championship course? Sure, he’d been there, scrutinizing its fat-cat investors for the kind of celebrity news that did well locally and nationally online. Ms. Melander covered the traffic issues and concerns over whether excessive irrigation and fertilizer would spoil the adjacent wildlife preserve. The council approved the expansion anyway. Dull stuff, really. The kind of stuff he used to cover when he started in journalism, before everything went wrong and he went to work for the tabloids instead.

      It was the deep-pocketed owner of his last publication, the National Eye, who’d invited Alden to join his hobby project in the community where he was building a mansion. Like Citizen Kane, the publisher thought it might be fun to run a newspaper. He’d be able to inject his opinions and friends into its coverage of Comet Cove, which thrived on a wide spot in the chain of barrier islands that ran along much of Florida’s east coast. Thus The Beacon was born.

      A growing influx of glitterati offered endless fodder for celebrity news that gave them a national audience as well as a local one. Alden, his colleague Kat and a leisure-minded sports reporter wrote mostly harmless, star-studded fluff pieces, a lot less seedy than the items he’d penned for the National Eye. But if Alden happened to uncover a few salacious details when reporting one of his gossipy stories, he delivered, and their traffic shot up accordingly.

      Another perk: The hours were a lot less horrible than they’d been at the National Eye. One of these days, Alden might even write that novel he’d been pondering for years. Maybe it should be about a journalist, he mused. A pretty, stuck-up journalist who was driving him crazy.

      Like Bean Me Up, his office at The Beacon was on Main Street, a block beyond the Courier, and he picked up his pace when he got out of the coffee shop. He didn’t see Ms. Melander anywhere, and that was just as well. The sirens probably signified a house fire or a car wreck or something, nothing he’d be interested in covering, unless someone famous was involved. Though there had been that curious noise just as he’d parked at the office.

      He’d get back there and listen to the scanner first to see what he could glean before heading out on a wild goose chase. Kat wouldn’t come in till the afternoon, because she had a charity wingding to cover tonight, and the sports guy was probably hounding golf pros for quotes. His editor might be around, though.

      Downtown Comet Cove was ruthlessly quaint, lined with palms and oaks and filled with shops, restaurants and scrappy little businesses that were getting more upscale all the time: Aurora’s, a clothing boutique. The Orbit, a cool bar. Twinkle Twinkle Toys. Pluto’s Pizza. Big Bang Books, known for its science fiction, comic book and romance collections. And the beautiful old Moonlight Theater with its neon crescent moon at the center of the marquee.

      Across the street from the theater, the handsome peachy stucco building that held the Courier office fit right into the town’s Florida style, and he studiously ignored it as he strolled by.

      But he couldn’t ignore the sound of a car peeling out of its space a moment later and hurtling past him. He knew that car. He had an eye for them. It was Ms. Melander’s little silver hybrid, and she was in a hurry.

      Alden increased his pace and walked into his much more modern office, where the ad and design staff was busy on the first floor. He trotted up the stairs to the second, which housed the glassed-in office suite of the publisher—absent as usual, though behind the glass, executive assistant Helen stared intently at her computer. Perpendicular to the suite was another office—the smaller fishbowl where the editor worked—as well as a conference room.

      The bullpen outside the executive offices held a coffee station, a table for meetings, and a handful of desks for the reporters and photographer, plus some extras the freelancers occasionally used. One of those held the radio scanner, which Alden turned up before he sat at his desk and cranked up his laptop.

      Alden’s workspace was mildly messy, with piles of magazines and newspapers, notebooks, a foot-high bust of Shakespeare wearing a Bohemia Beach bucket hat, a half-eaten can of cocktail peanuts and one well-hidden volume of seventeenth-century poetry. He took another gulp of coffee and tried to make out what the police were saying on the radio.

      John Restyn, his editor, leaned back in his chair in his glass-walled office. One pink cheek bulged with his habitual wad of gum, a legacy of giving up smoking. He frowned as he talked on an old-school landline, the phone receiver wedged between his chin and shoulder. Alden waved at him, but John waved him off, as if he were swatting away a fly. Alden smiled. He liked John, an old-school editor who never stopped longing for the days when news was news.

      An unusual note of excitement in the local cop transmissions caught Alden’s attention. The deputies didn’t have much of a filter, and the small department hadn’t yet upgraded to encrypted communications. For both of these things, he was grateful.

      He typed key words into a new document as he heard them on the radio: boat … smoke … possible explosion … This was getting interesting, even for him. Coast Guard … Star Harbor … It sounded as if the sheriff’s office was deploying a boat to investigate something, and the Coast Guard was already en route.

      And then he heard: This might be one for the coroner … possible guest at Lunaria Lodge …

      One thing was almost certain about guests at Lunaria Lodge. They were rich. And sometimes, they were famous. Which meant, for The Beacon, they were news.

      Alden practically flew down the stairs and out to the street, cursing his dilly-dallying. He ran to his well-seasoned, tomato-red Miata convertible and cranked it up.

      “I’ll be damned if she gets the story first,” he muttered as he shot out of his space and headed for Star Harbor.
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      Roz zoomed into the Star Harbor lot and squeezed her car into a tiny space as close to the boats as she could get. Actually, the space might have been for a motorcycle, but she was press, and sometimes, she just needed to park up front. Besides, there were half a dozen other empty motorcycle spots, which gave her a moment’s pause. Did a lot of bikers own boats? Maybe there was a trend story in there somewhere.

      A line of colorful waterfront businesses across the street, bristling with gift shops, restaurants and bars that drew tourists and nightlife, ensured parking was always at a premium here. Illustrating the point: Two Comet Cove sheriff’s deputies’ cars were double-parked near the harbor office, and she knew from what she’d heard on the scanner that the cops were too busy with other things to ticket her.

      Star Harbor was the town’s biggest marina. Its name grew out of a space theme inspired when city founders incorporated Comet Cove in 1910, naming it for the two renowned comets that dazzled Earth that year. During the moon-shot days in the 1960s, when the space program boomed a few dozen miles north in Cape Canaveral, the town doubled down on its history, so there were a lot of spacey places here.

      Just north of Comet Cove was Bohemia Beach. To the south, Vero Beach and Fort Pierce. The barrier islands had few breaks that offered access to the ocean, so Comet Cove’s inlet was popular among casual and professional mariners alike.

      Star Harbor’s home on the northwest side of the inlet, on the usually calm Indian River Lagoon, was perfectly situated to offer access to either body of water. But the lagoon looked choppier than usual today, as did the inlet waters frothing under the high causeway bridge that linked the north and south sides of Comet Cove. So the ocean would be bumpy, too. Were wind and waves a factor in whatever happened to the boat Roz had heard about on the scanner?

      Windy or not, it was a beautiful day, cool and sunny, a lot nicer than a late February day in Baltimore would have been. Roz breathed in a lungful of delicious briny air and admired the gleaming yachts and pleasure boats, speedboats and sailboats as she walked toward the pink building that held the office and a shop and snack bar. Just north, looking for a handout, seagulls circled around the tour vessels, the kind that took wannabes out for a day of deep-sea fishing. Farther along were docks for commercial fishing boats. But where were the cops?

      Ah, there they were, in the shadow of a cluster of palm trees: two deputies, hands on their duty belts, chattering away on the water side of the marina office.

      She plucked her good camera from her bag and got a couple of shots of them talking before they noticed her, then exchanged it for a notebook and approached.

      “Duke!” she called out, and the deputy closest to her, with a powerful build and a thick head of golden-brown hair, turned to her and squinted.

      “Roz? I heard you were back,” he said, his suntanned face breaking into a grin. “Have you been avoiding me?”

      “Of course not. It’s great to see you, Deputy Dawson,” she said, reverting to a more formal address for Duke, one of the guys she used to hang out with at Comet High. “I’m Roz Melander,” she added, addressing the other officer, a young female deputy with brown skin and black hair secured in a neat bun. “I’m with the Courier.”

      “Deputy Byrd,” the officer said flatly. Not a fan of the press, Roz presumed.

      “So you’re here about our explosion?” Duke said as his colleague frowned.

      “Is that what it was?” Roz asked. “I heard a noise and then the sirens and something on the scanner, so I thought I’d see what’s happening.”

      “We’re still investigating,” Deputy Byrd said.

      “Of course. I wouldn’t publish anything I can’t confirm,” Roz assured her. “What can you tell me?”

      “Nothing official,” Deputy Byrd said, eyeing Duke with a “don’t you dare” look.

      “It’s OK, Naya,” Duke said to his colleague, shrugging with a smile that would’ve made Lady Macbeth roll over. He turned to Roz. “Look, if you don’t attribute it to one of us, I can tell you a little. We’ll get you an official statement later.”

      “OK. No problem,” Roz said. Deputy Byrd sighed.

      “The Coast Guard’s investigating now,” Duke said. “They happened to be in the area and got on site pretty quick. And we’ve sent our department boat out there, too.”

      “Out where?” Roz asked.

      “In the ocean,” he said, “eight miles or so northeast of the inlet. A couple of fishermen called it in after we all heard that bang this morning. Said there was a bunch of smoke, but they didn’t want to get too close after they saw all the debris.”

      “Debris? What kind of debris?” Roz wrote fast, hoping she could decipher her own handwriting later.

      “Boat pieces. And I mean pieces. So far they haven’t found anything bigger than a skateboard. I really doubt there are survivors.”

      “Any idea who was on board?” Roz had heard the mention of Lunaria Lodge on the radio but wanted to see what Duke said.

      “I can’t really tell you our theory just yet,” he said. “But the Coast Guard was able to find a piece of the hull with a number and part of a name. It looks like the boat was from Consummate Catch.”

      “That charter fishing tour company that’s been marketing itself all over the place?”

      To Roz’s surprise, Deputy Byrd replied. “That’s the one. Based in Bohemia, but they have some boats here. They’ve been dropping brochures everywhere, including Lunaria Lodge. Apparently rich guys like to fish.” Echoing the radio chatter, Naya Byrd’s words implied a connection to the resort. Roz considered pressing the deputies to see if they’d admit that Lunaria guests were on board.

      But Deputy Byrd’s face turned to stone as she looked past Roz.

      “Good morning, officers,” came a familiar deep voice, and Roz cursed under her breath. She turned to face Alden Knox. “Ms. Melander,” he said, nodding at Roz as he stopped beside her.

      She said nothing, just tried to ignore the way the morning sun defined the captivating angles of his face. The way her stupid heart gave a little leap. She really had to cut down on the caffeine.

      “So I gather there was an exploding boat this morning,” Alden said, jumping right in. “Was someone from Lunaria Lodge on board?”

      Roz frowned, and Duke suddenly became less talkative. “We won’t have that information until the families have been notified. If there are casualties, that is.”

      “I’m told there were at least two deaths,” Alden said.

      Is he bluffing? It was Roz’s turn to scowl. What’s his source? And then she realized that Duke had said “families.” If Alden had concluded what she did from the radio chatter, and if multiple families had to be notified, then at least two people were dead. Astute on Alden’s part, she had to admit.

      “Like I said, we won’t know anything until later this afternoon. The Coast Guard is investigating now,” Duke said to Alden. “Who are you with again?”

      “My apologies. Alden Knox with The Beacon.” He peered at the deputies’ name tags. “Nice to meet you, Deputy Dawson, Deputy Byrd. Anything you can tell me? What caused the explosion?”

      “You’ll find out when we do, I suppose,” Duke said, politely obtuse. “I was just telling Ms. Melander here that we won’t have a statement until later.” He grinned at Roz. “Maybe we can get a cone sometime, Roz.”

      Ah. Duke still remembered her weakness for ice cream, their inevitable dessert during a series of pleasant but platonic high school dates. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Alden frown at her inside track. She just smiled. The only relationship she wanted with Duke, er, Deputy Dawson, was professional.

      “We’ll have to talk about that. Great to see you,” she told Duke. “And to meet you,” Roz said to Deputy Byrd. She nodded at the officers, completely ignored Alden and walked back to her car. She spared one glance over her shoulder to see the deputies retreating to the marina office, abandoning Alden on the docks.

      He had balls, walking right into the middle of her interview. And why did he call her Ms. Melander? Of course, Duke had picked it up, teasing her, making her feel about twice her thirty-two years.

      Roz shook it off, got in her car and headed back to the office to make a phone call. They’d given her some good color, practically confirmed at least two belateds and dropped the name of the fishing charter. That was a hell of a start.
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        * * *

      

      Alden stood there for a moment in the swishing shadows of the palm fronds, wondering if he should follow the cops. They’d vanished into the squat pink building.

      He thought not. If that hadn’t been a dismissal, he didn’t know what was. He wasn’t ready to irritate them beyond all cooperation. That could come later, when his need was greater. He knew how to pick his battles.

      And apparently, he was in a battle with Ms. Melander—Roz, as her chummy deputy had called her. Of course they’d be chummy. She grew up here, his editor had told him, and her family founded the Courier.

      They still looked pretty chummy, her and the cop. Or did she blow him off there at the end? Deputy Dawson had covertly eyed her, head to toe, as she’d left. Who could blame him, given how those clingy gray trousers and soft coral sweater caressed her curves?

      Oh, hell, this was not productive. So the locals wouldn’t give him the time of day. Yet he had something to go on. He’d overheard them mention a fishing charter. He hadn’t gotten the name. Still, a charter apparently went out with at least one guest from the Lunaria Lodge on board. So there could be two or more victims.

      He honestly wasn’t thrilled about writing about dead people. Death never made him happy. He genuinely hoped it was no more than two stiffs. For now, he needed to figure out if any of them was Somebody, someone the world would care about. Or click on.

      Alden wandered back to the marina lot and walked the rows of cars, packed with mostly upscale vehicles, along with a few beaters that probably belonged to professional fishermen and the like. He looked for anything out of the ordinary. The deceased guest might have gotten a ride. He might be driving a rental. Then again⁠—

      Holy cannoli.

      There wasn’t another car like this one in the lot. There might not be another one like it in Florida. It was a convertible, top up, with the slouching, curvy lines of a classic British roadster. Its caramel-brown leather seats and vintage-inspired details contrasted beautifully with its gleaming, deep blue finish. He leaned over the back to look at the winged logo. Morgan. An Aero 8.

      It had California plates. Of course, the owner had probably sent it via transport, rather than driving it across the country. Rich people had better things to do than actually drive their insanely posh cars. Alden, on the other hand, would love to drive a car like this across the country. Get away. Find America. Maybe next to a beautiful woman with chestnut hair.

      Think, Alden told himself. Who would have a car like this?

      Then it clicked. He’d heard rumors, but it was hard to believe an actor that big would come to this admittedly beautiful backwater, even if it had become a celebrity magnet. Then again, the actor in question—a noted car collector—had endured a highly publicized breakup with his equally famous girlfriend, who now had a girlfriend of her own. If a famous guy wanted to get away from the hype machine, Comet Cove was the place to do it. Especially if he wanted to rest up before filming his next blockbuster espionage thriller.

      Still, it was hard to be sure.

      He looked at the license plate again.

      “Idiot,” Alden murmured to himself. Upon first glance, he hadn’t even read the vanity moniker there: SPYBOY.

      Now he had no doubt. Or, at least, not enough to stop him from posting a speculative scoop. The religion of The Beacon was this: It was better to be first than to be right. Still, he leaned over the Aero 8’s windshield, found the VIN on the dash and recited the number into his phone’s notes so he could look it up later. He snapped a few photos of the car, too.

      Alden’s spine prickled when he realized just how big the story was going to be, probably bigger than anything he’d ever penned for the National Eye.

      At least he couldn’t ruin the life of his subject this time. The man was already dead.
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      “Hi. This is Roz Melander from the Comet Cove Courier. Could I please speak to Mr. Verret?”

      Back at her desk, Roz scrolled through Consummate Catch’s website while she waited to be connected to the president. His name was online, along with a lot more information. Apparently the company wasn’t just into fishing charters. It did commercial fishing, too, priding itself on environmentally friendly methods as it provided some of the area’s top restaurants with fresh Atlantic seafood. Her stomach growled. It was just about lunchtime, and she suddenly had a craving for scampi.

      She’d already written up a short story but didn’t want to post it online until she got a confirmation from the fishing company. And so she waited, taking an unpleasant sip of her mocha, watered down with melted ice after it sat on her desk all morning.

      Around her were mostly empty desks. Bruce, the pale, fresh-out-of-college Comet Cove native with electrified short black hair who handled sports, was also on the phone. Janice, who handled community and school news, was out covering a robotics competition at the high school. Roz mostly wrote hard news, but they all penned features and crossed beats as needed.

      At the moment, the only other person in their small office was her superhero office manager, Kerry, whose desk was tucked behind a counter at the front door. The small business staff had gone out to lunch to celebrate Trixie getting a new job in Bohemia. Roz knew Trixie wasn’t the only one sending out resumes around here, given the state of the Courier.

      She tried to ignore the hold music—which sounded like a ukulele cover of “Margaritaville”—and tapped idly in her notes file on the laptop. Alden Knox eaten by shark. Reporter’s tragic end in Star Harbor …

      “This is Peter Verret.”

      Startled after the long hold, Roz almost dropped the phone at the sound of his clipped voice. She tapped the erase key, deleting Alden’s demise, as she spoke.

      “Mr. Verret, I work for the Courier here in Comet Cove. I’m writing a story about a boat explosion that happened offshore this morning. I’m told that one of your boats may be involved, and I wondered if you could confirm that information?”

      There was silence for a moment. Roz kept her mouth shut, knowing silence often compelled the other party to speak.

      “Yes, sadly, one of our boats was lost this morning,” he said.

      She tried not to reveal how relieved she was that he answered the question. “How many people were on board?”

      “I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

      Ouch. So that was how this was going to go.

      “I’m very sorry for your loss, sir, but we want to be as accurate as possible in the newspaper story. Were there any survivors?”

      “Listen,” Verret said. “This was a tragic event for our company. We’re like a family here. We hope there are survivors. The search isn’t over yet. I’ve deployed two more of my boats to help, but the devastation was terrible. One of our most promising young guides was on board. That’s all I’m going to say.”

      “But you had at least one guest on board⁠—”

      Click.

      “Rude,” Roz muttered. She’d just have to polish what she had and get it online.

      “Uh, Roz?” It was Bruce, no longer on the phone.

      “Yeah?”

      “Have you seen the Beacon website?”

      The look on Bruce’s face wasn’t encouraging. Oh, no. Not Alden Knox.

      “Crap,” she muttered, clicking the Beacon bookmark in her browser, loading her rival’s much more colorful site.

      A publicity still from the movie Spy Match 3 led the page, showing an actor she’d recognize anywhere leaping off a skyscraper as it exploded in a wall of orange flame and smoke. Below it screamed the headline:

      
        
        SUPERSTAR BOYD BELLAMY

        POSSIBLE VICTIM IN BOAT EXPLOSION

      

      

      “Where the heck did he get that?” Roz exclaimed.

      Bruce cowered. Roz lowered her voice.

      “Nothing was said about Hollywood’s golden boy being on that boat!” she ranted. “Are they just making stuff up over there?”

      “The story doesn’t say much else,” Bruce pointed out.

      “Because he doesn’t have anything. He’ll get a zillion hits, and then he’ll take it all down and write what really happened.” But Roz had a sick feeling. She didn’t think Alden Knox would publish a headline that inflammatory without some idea that it was true, even if he was Mr. Tabloid. Oh, yeah, she’d googled him. She’d seen his “work” in the National Eye.

      At least it said “possible victim.” Alden didn’t know for sure, either.

      Roz looked up. Janice, newly arrived, hovered by their cluster of desks, her eyes wide at Roz’s outburst.

      “Problem?” Janice asked.

      “The Beacon,” Roz grumbled.

      Janice smiled and sat, dropping her big bag next to her desk. She wore black pants, a white blouse and a red linen jacket that complemented her light brown skin, accented by a chunky necklace that probably had its origins in her mom’s nearby shop, The Bead Blast. Her hair was parted into pretty poufs of black twist-curls, and her brown eyes twinkled in amusement.

      “Is it that hottie?” Janice asked.

      “Argh,” Roz replied.

      “So it is him. Alden Knox, right? I got the alert on my phone. Heck of a story.”

      “Then you know I have a lot of catching up to do,” Roz said. “How were the kids’ robots?”

      “Amazing,” Janice said, pulling her laptop and a camera out of her bag. “We’re all doomed.”

      Bruce snorted and went back to his computer as Roz turned back to her desk.

      More composed, Roz dialed Consummate Catch again, waiting even longer this time to be connected with Peter Verret. The music had moved on to steel drums, putting her in mind of a headache-inducing weekend cruise she’d once taken to the Bahamas that had put her off frozen red drinks forever. She was just about to give up hope when he picked up the phone.

      “Mr. Verret, Roz Melander. I’m sorry to disturb you again, but I absolutely have to ask you a question to make sure our story is accurate and responsible.”

      “That seems unlikely,” he said, but he didn’t hang up.

      “There’s a report that Boyd Bellamy was on your boat. Can you confirm?”

      “This is something you’ll have to ask the Coast Guard.”

      “You know who was on your boat, I presume?” Roz winced at her own tone, but she hated to be stonewalled.

      “Yes,” he said, more snippy. “But the victims—I mean, families have to be notified. The search is still going on.”

      “I’m not asking if he was killed, sir. Just if he was on board. Can you confirm?”

      “No.”

      “Can you deny it?”

      Another pause. “No.”

      “If I publish a story that said he was on board your boat, would I be wrong?”

      Roz heard a mumble, as if he’d covered up the receiver on the other end and was talking to someone else.

      After a moment, Verret came back on. “Mr. Bellamy was scheduled to be on our boat out of Star Harbor this morning. That’s all I can confirm at this time.”

      “Thank you!” Roz said, wincing at her own enthusiasm. “Why do you think your boat exploded?”

      Click.

      “Rats.” It didn’t matter. Not yet. At least she had some kind of confirmation. She’d get it online in two minutes, with better information and better sourcing than The Beacon.

      Even if he had beaten her to the story.
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