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      “You know I’m not a nerd,” Larkin Day whispered, as everyone in line moved one step closer to the enormous cruise ship. Ten sun-reflectant decks glared at her through a wall of windows, as if the vessel itself was responding to her thoughts—even though she hadn’t told anyone what she was actually thinking.

      Not since Chicago.

      “I don’t know any math past algebra, maybe pre-algebra, and I don’t know anything about computers, and I fell asleep during Lord of the Rings.” They were in the kind of metal-roofed, cement-floored space Larkin would have called an airplane hangar if they were traveling by air instead of by sea. A room that echoed, from one end of the line to the other, with in-jokes and ukuleles—and so Larkin kept her voice just loud enough for her best friend to hear. “Why did you bring me here?”

      “Because I think you’re nerdy enough to pass muster,” Anni said. “Pun intended, as your boyfriend would say.” She reached across the rope barrier to fist-bump a ukulele player. “Good to see you! This is my friend Larkin, she’s new.” Larkin held her fist over the rope; the ukulelist bumped it, and the serpentine line moved them in opposite directions before Larkin had to explain why she had agreed to a week-long nerd-themed cruise.

      “Also because you need a vacation.” Anni was wearing a cruise-branded T-shirt over her leggings and had towed her hair out of her eyes with a series of ship-shaped hairpins. “This might not be your ideal sailing, but it doesn’t mean you won’t be able to find activities that match your interests.” Her lanyard, which she had been wearing ever since they boarded the flight to Orlando, was covered in buttons: SHE/HER, ALL THIRTEEN CRUISES, NOT TRISKAIDEKAPHOBIC, NO HUGS PLEASE. “Or you could spend the entire week in the spa.”

      “They said on the forums that the spa would be pretty near empty.” That was from Claire, Larkin’s mother’s girlfriend—who was very definitely a nerd and had allowed herself to become even nerdier since they’d all booked their tickets. She’d spent hours on the online cruise forums, getting to know people who called themselves SamwiseIam and WyvernandShirley. “You can get your massage, and the rest of us can go to Adamantine Darcy’s lecture on integrating artificial intelligence into sci-fi and fantasy.” Claire was wearing white crew socks underneath her sandals, and continually calling out to all of the people she recognized from the internet. “You could get—hello!—a different spa treatment every day, if you wanted.” Claire had also put on her cruise-branded lanyard before leaving Chicago; her buttons included SAY HI and FIRST TIME. “That’s what I’d do—good morning!—if I weren’t going to AI ‘n’ SF ‘n’ F.”

      “Or you could solve a mystery!” Larkin’s mother said. Josephine Day had chosen to dress as if the ship she were boarding was setting sail in 1935. A loose, cotton sundress flattered her shoulders and hips; a wide-brimmed hat shaded the lines of her face. “Petty theft. Mistaken identity. Some kind of love triangle.” Her lanyard was unadorned. “Maybe somebody will get murdered!”

      “Nobody’s getting murdered,” Larkin said. “I told you to stop joking about the murders.”

      “Fine,” Larkin’s mother replied, her voice implying that Larkin had been the one who had overstepped—and, as they all took another step forward, inferred it was time to change the subject. “You know, I thought I would be one of the oldest people here.” Josephine had just turned sixty, and she and Claire were counting the cruise as a birthday present. “But I see plenty of sexagenarians.”

      “Sexygenarians,” Claire teased, squeezing Josephine’s hand. “We won’t be the only Boomers on the boat.”

      “You’re barely a Boomer,” Josephine said. Claire was a few years younger than Larkin’s mother, and most of the time they pretended it didn’t matter. “Demographically, I think you’re Gen X.”

      “You’re the one who said we’re only as old as we feel,” Claire said, “and I feel like someone who got way more excited about the moon landing than, like, Reality Bites.”

      “Linguistically, the fact that you just used the word like to designate a metaphor puts you firmly in the younger generation.” Dr. Josephine Day had spent two decades as an English professor before transitioning to a career in academic administration. Now she was teaching again; at the library, at the community college, in the homes of the students whose parents wanted in-person college prep, and at the cruise port. “My generation only ever used like to designate a simile.”

      “Nerd,” Claire said, smiling.

      Larkin took another look around the not-airplane-hangar to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. There were, as her mother had suggested, nerds of all ages. Nerds of all sizes. Nerds of all colors and—Larkin watched a knot of turbans, a modest cluster of hijabs, a collection of necklaces bearing various crosses and stars, and one person irreverently wearing a hat shaped like a giant spaghetti monster—all creeds. Nerds with families. Nerds with extended families. Nerds with friend groups that were as close as family. A few nerds who stood, alone, waiting for someone to notice them. Larkin watched them all, looking at every masked and unmasked face.

      “Statistically,” Anni said, turning slightly to bring Ed and Elliott into the conversation, “someone could die on this sailing.” She raised herself as high as her tiptoes could take her and waved to a nerd in a motorized scooter. “But it’s highly unlikely that any of us will be murdered.”

      “Why?” Larkin asked. She couldn’t tell Anni not to joke about the murders, because Anni hadn’t actually made a joke. “Because nerds don’t kill other nerds?”

      “Nerds, both as individuals and as a group,” Anni said, “are extremely non-violent.”

      “We fight with words,” Elliott said, “not with swords.” Elliott was Anni’s boyfriend—or at least he would have been, if tiny, towheaded Anni and rangy, ginger Elliott had been anything like normal people. The freelance writer and freelance programmer had fallen for each other on the very first nerd cruise, nearly thirteen years ago. They had gotten back in touch after a decade of unexpected separation—the sort of story that only ever took place in the paperback novels Claire read by the stack—and their relationship had rekindled in kind. Now they were in the process of restoring an old farmhouse just outside of Pratincola, Iowa. They were also in the process of developing what Elliott called a scalable, pattern-based tutoring system with an emphasis on 1:1 knowledge transfer and what Anni simply called magic school.

      “What about foam swords?” Ed asked, gesturing at two nerds who were both carrying orange-tipped, duct-taped, sword-shaped objects.

      “Those are called boffers,” Elliott said, “and they are rarely used to settle disputes.”

      Ed was Larkin’s boyfriend. He and Larkin were exactly where a normal boyfriend and girlfriend should be, after a year and a half of dating each other. She had a toothbrush in his apartment. He had invited her to his niece’s sixth-grade graduation. Neither of them had considered purchasing real estate together. They had talked about going on vacation together—again, perfectly normal—but hadn’t even begun discussing where to go before Anni, with her accumulated cruise loyalty points, had solved the problem for them.

      “Excuse me.” The voice came from a young man in a slim-fitting cruise ship uniform. His eyes looked first to the tablet computer in his hand, then to the pronouns on Anni’s lanyard. “Miss Morgan.”

      “Yes,” Anni said, smiling, “this is she.”

      “Thank you, Miss Morgan,” the man said. The first half of his sentence had gotten a lot more practice, as had the two sentences that followed. “Please, you and your group, come with me. I will help you board the ship more quickly.”

      “Thank you, Handoyono,” Anni said, pronouncing the young man’s name as carefully as he had pronounced hers.

      “Oh no, Miss Morgan, please call me Handy,” he said, as he led the six of them towards a shorter line, next to a sign that read SUPER ELITE STATUS. “For I hope to be very handy to you, on your relaxing cruise vacation!”

      “Are you assigned to our stateroom?” Anni asked. “Thank you for taking such good care of us.” She reached into her canvas satchel and pulled out what appeared to be a twenty-dollar bill, folding it in half and placing it in Handy’s hand. “Has the luggage arrived?”

      “Yes, Miss Morgan,” Handy said. “I have made sure all is in order.” He glanced at his tablet again. “Suitcases for Day and Jackson are in the main bedroom. Suitcases for Morgan and Fox are next to the convertible bunkbed in the main living space. The digital piano has been set up in the location you requested. All is well!”

      Anni handed him another twenty. None of them—except Elliott, of course—had actually believed she was going to practice the piano on the cruise ship until they saw her wheeling the instrument case into the Cedar Rapids airport. “I appreciate everything you are doing for us, and we hope to be good guests.”

      “Wait,” Claire said. “What about Novak?”

      Handy noticed, for the first time, that there were two more passengers in front of him than there were on his tablet. “I am sorry, Miss Novak,” he said, glancing at Claire’s lanyard. “I do not have you in my stateroom. May I scan your badge?”

      “Claire Novak and Josephine Day are in Interior 3689,” Elliott said, making a twenty appear between his fingers. “They are traveling with us, but they are new to the cruise line and haven’t had the opportunity to earn Elite Status. May they stay with us, and check in here? It would be an excellent way to introduce them to the hospitality this cruise is known to provide.”

      The twenty was in Handy’s hand before he knew how it got there. “You do magic, sir?”

      “Yes,” Elliott said. “Can you do some magic for us?”

      Handy nodded, thumbing at his tablet. He turned to Claire. “You and Miss Day have been cleared for expedited check-in,” he said, “and although Interior 3689 was not scheduled to receive service until later this evening, I have expedited that process as well.” Then he looked at Josephine and Larkin, registering both the surnames and the resemblance, and smiled. “Are you two sisters?”

      “Who taught you that?” Josephine said, laughing. She reached into her purse—an old, rattan handbag with a folded gold clasp—and gave Handy a dollar. “Thank you.”

      Ed, standing next to Larkin, unzipped the pocket of his athletic shorts and gave Handy a five-dollar bill. “You’ve been very helpful,” he said.

      “Thank you, brother,” Handy said, giving Ed the kind of grin that was probably not included in his cruise employee training. Ed grinned back, mirroring Handy’s delight. It was the kind of smile Larkin rarely saw; the one her boyfriend saved for the people who looked like him. “Enjoy your relaxing cruise vacation!”

      Larkin was pretty sure that Handy was not Black—or, at least, not in the same way that Ed was. She could cast Handy as a Black man, if she were directing something like Porgy and Bess and needed a large number of plausible background actors, but she could also cast him as a Puerto Rican gang member in West Side Story or a Dominican salon employee in In the Heights. In reality he was probably Indonesian with North African ancestry—but what really mattered, when Handy looked at Ed and called him brother, is that they were both brown.

      “You’re very welcome, Handy,” Ed said. “I’m sure I will.” Larkin watched the young, uniformed employee find someone else to help. She watched her boyfriend’s smile retreat from his face to his mind. She watched her mother’s girlfriend Claire, a law enforcement professional who already knew the name of every other veteran on the cruise, complete another of one of her quick situational assessments. When Claire did it, she looked both professional and competent. When Larkin did it—because she had to check, one more time, for the face she wasn’t sure she wanted to see—she felt Claire’s hand on her shoulder and her voice in her ear. “Relax, kiddo. They’ve got this. I’ve been watching their security team. Everything is going to be fine, nobody is going to commit homicide, and you are going to spend at least one full day in the spa.” Claire squeezed Larkin’s shoulder before letting go. “Even if I have to book the appointment myself.”

      Everyone in the group knew that Larkin needed a break. She’d told them she was worn out from the summer she’d spent directing the Pratincola Shakespeare Festival, and everyone assumed it was because she’d solved two murders and one attempted murder, and nobody had ever said that she’d failed to save two people’s lives, even though that was another way to tell the same story. But Larkin hadn’t even thought about the murders—not in the way she usually thought about them—since they’d gathered in Cedar Rapids to begin their journey. She had been able to relax, then. She’d let her mother make jokes about Jessica Fletcher and Death on the Nile. She’d only started getting nervous when they flew out of Chicago, gripping the armrest so hard that Ed had laughed, leaned across the aisle, and asked Elliott to give her a lecture on aerodynamics.

      “Are you worried about Ed?” Claire asked, quietly.

      Larkin considered saying yes. It was close enough to the truth, but she didn’t want Ed to spend his relaxing cruise vacation worrying that she was worried about him. Her boyfriend had spent the past year going through the complicated and stressful tenure application process, and he’d told Larkin that he didn’t want her anxieties layered over his own. Ed was self-contained, a well-toned vocalist who was used to the uncertainty of academia. He was also used to being the only Black man in a room, and he’d made it clear that he didn’t need Larkin’s anxieties in that area either.

      “He’ll fit in just fine,” Claire said. “We had a whole subforum just for Blerds. They’re putting together their own tour of St. Maarten.”

      Larkin continued saying nothing. It was an old detective trick—it was also an old theater trick—and Claire, despite her officer training, kept talking. “Blerds are Black nerds,” she explained, as if Larkin’s silence had something to do with not being able to parse the portmanteau. “Ed’s going to meet a ton of new friends.”

      Larkin continued watching Ed, who was removing his lanyard and badge and handing them to a security attendant. The former included HE/HIM, FIRST TIME, and SAY HI buttons. The latter read Dr. Ed Jackson, followed by a few words in his own handwriting: Music, not medical. The security attendant did not call Ed brother, but he smiled widely enough for everyone in the Super Elite Status line to get the message. “Let me take your picture before you board the cruise ship,” the attendant said, and Larkin watched the flash brighten Ed’s tightly coiled hair and nearly violet skin. “Now we’ll be able to match your badge to your picture, everywhere you go—but I don’t imagine any of us will have any trouble remembering you!”

      “Thank you, Ahmad,” Ed said. He turned back, blinking slightly, until he spotted Larkin. “Come on, cut the line,” he said, winking at Anni and Elliott and Josephine as he waved Larkin forward. “She’s with me,” he said to Ahmad, who took Larkin’s lanyard, badge, and photo—and then Ed took Larkin’s arm, and the two of them walked through a pair of automatic double doors into the brilliant Florida sunlight.

      “Wait,” Larkin said. There were people on the gangplank, and people on the decks, and she couldn’t see any of them. “Is that a helicopter on the top of the ship? How often do you think they use it? Do you figure it’s for medevac, or⁠—”

      “Who are you looking for?” Ed asked.

      He knew.

      He didn’t know.

      Larkin didn’t know how he could know, since she hadn’t said anything about it to anyone.

      Not since Chicago.

      “Anni and Elliott,” Larkin said.

      Not since she had seen both the face and the lanyard, in the second it took for the flight attendant to pull the curtain that separated them from First Class.

      “They’re right behind us,” Ed said. “So are your mother and Claire.”

      “I know,” Larkin said.

      He didn’t know.

      She was still the only one who knew.

      “Elliott!” Ed called. “Come on!”

      Larkin blinked and rubbed her eyes and looked, one more time—one last time, she told herself, as the cruise ship glared at her—for Jaipal Malhotra.
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      Larkin did not want to spend another minute of her long-awaited vacation thinking about her self-named nemesis. She turned away from the glittering ship, shifting her gaze from all the men who were not Jay Malhotra. Focusing her mind and her eyes on the man standing next to her.

      “I can’t believe it,” she said, because it seemed like the kind of thing to say. “We’re finally here.”

      “Finally,” Ed echoed. He kissed her—or began to, before Larkin’s mind and mouth twisted towards a tall, curly-haired man who was rushing past them on the gangplank. It wasn’t Jay, of course; it was just another of Dutch Cruise International’s multinational staff, and Larkin felt Ed’s lips gently settle for her cheek.

      “I know,” Ed whispered, into her ear. He couldn’t know. “It’s kind of overwhelming.”

      “Right,” Larkin said, because it was. She wondered if she should just tell Ed that she had seen Jay in Chicago. That would probably be the best thing to do. Ed knew Jaipal Malhotra—they all did, although not as thoroughly as Larkin—and telling her boyfriend about Jay before they even boarded the ship would be the best way to neutralize the threat.

      “Ed.”

      Now she just needed to think of the best way to say it.

      “Yes?”

      Maybe she should ask Anni first. Anni—who had corralled Elliott and Josephine and Claire at the double doors until it was clear that Ed and Larkin were no longer sharing an intimate moment—always knew the best way to do everything.

      “Anni!” Larkin asked. “What do we do next?”

      “We keep moving!” Anni answered, waving the rest of the group forward. “We are so close to being inside the ship, and even closer to being an obstacle on the gangplank!”

      Larkin had no idea whether Anni knew that Jay Malhotra had been wearing a cruise-branded lanyard on the flight from Chicago to Orlando. Anni was the only person who knew that Larkin thought of Jay as her nemesis—and her advice, at the time, had been to stop thinking that way. “It’s a distraction,” she had explained—and even though Larkin hadn’t been able to take Anni’s advice at the time, she could start taking it right now.

      “Kiss me,” she whispered to Ed, “and then I’ll stop being an obstacle.”

      Ed kissed her, as directed.

      Jay, who never followed directions, would have said, “But then I won’t get to overcome you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Wow,” Claire said, after the six of them had successfully ascended the gangplank, scanned their badges, and passed through a pair of gilt-edged double doors. “It’s just like Titanic.” One of them had to say it, and since Anni and Elliott were used to cruise ships and Larkin was pretty sure her mother had never actually seen the movie, the job fell to the stocky, wide-eyed Claire. Larkin squeezed Ed’s arm, hoping to nudge him into turning his head and sharing a knowing look, but his mind and his eyes were focused on the red-carpeted lobby with its enormous gold staircase—wow, Larkin thought, it really is like Titanic—and the cruise-uniformed photographer who stood eagerly at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Welcome!” the photographer said, as if he hadn’t said it a dozen times in the past half hour. “You look relaxed already!” he continued, as if he wouldn’t say it five hundred times that day. “My name is Ismael. May I photograph your beautiful faces on our beautiful Grand Staircase?”

      “It’s like Moby-Dick,” Josephine said. One of them had to say it, and this time Larkin was able to lean into Ed’s arm hard enough that he winked at her.

      “Ha ha, you are right!” The photographer was expecting the joke. “Call me Ismael! So many intelligent and well-read people on this cruise!”

      “With guests like Adamantine Darcy,” Claire said, “it goes without saying.”

      “Oh, yes!” Ismael’s eyes crinkled to match his smile. “I took Miss Darcy’s photograph an hour ago. World-famous author! So personable and so kind!”

      “Have you read her books?” Claire asked.

      “I saw the Netflix,” Ismael said. He gestured towards the staircase. “Would you like to go first?”

      Josephine glanced at her rattan handbag. Larkin could see her mother running the numbers in her head, adding up what she could afford to spend on their vacation and subtracting the dollar she had already given Handy. “How much does it cost?”

      “Oh, madam,” Ismael said, “do not worry. I take as many free photos as I can, of all the beautiful people enjoying their relaxing cruise vacation. You only pay for the photos you take home with you!”

      “There’s a kiosk,” Anni explained, “where they display all of the photos. You don’t have to buy them. It’s just fun to see everyone, especially as you start to get to know people.”

      Claire grinned at Josephine. “Let’s get our picture up on that kiosk.” She ran her fingers through her cropped auburn bob. “Does my hair look all right?”

      “You look beautiful,” Ismael said again. “Come, stand right here.”

      He positioned Claire and Josephine next to each other on the second step. Larkin watched as her mother and her mother’s girlfriend casually and comfortably assumed the classic prom pose: Claire at the back, with her arms around Josephine’s waist. Then Claire leaned her head on Larkin’s mother’s shoulder.

      “I love to see people in love!” Ismael said, snapping his photo and gesturing towards Anni and Elliott, who took their places and stood, side by side, the same way they always stood when they were next to each other. They didn’t have to demonstrate their relationship through their posture. They didn’t even have to look at each other. The photographer took his shot without comment, and turned towards Larkin and Ed.

      “You lucky woman,” Ismael said to Larkin, as Ed held out his arm and escorted her to the second step. This was the response Larkin usually got when people figured out that the handsome, muscular music professor was dating the average-looking, extra-large, part-time theater director. Larkin had a few more muscles than she used to, though—thanks to twice-weekly exercise classes at the Pratincola Fitness Complex—and she extended her leg and braced her core as Ed effortlessly dipped and then kissed her.

      “You two are like Hollywood!” Ismael said.

      “No,” Larkin said, “Broadway.” Then she stood, on the second step, and looked over the photographer’s head at the group of people coming through the door. One of them said “It’s like Titanic!" None of them looked like Jaipal Malhotra. She wondered if Jay was on the ship yet. She wondered if he would be waiting outside the door of their stateroom. She wondered if he had planned, in advance, what he would say to her—just like she was planning, in advance, what she might say to him. Stop thinking that way, Larkin thought, pushing the words she wanted to rehearse out of her internal monologue.

      Ed nudged her, gently, on the left shoulder. “We’re being an obstacle again.”

      “Sorry,” Larkin said, walking with her boyfriend as they followed Anni and Elliott and Josephine and Claire into a wide, windowed dining room. There were people, already, sitting at the tables or standing by the bar. Some of these people looked like nerds. Others looked—and Larkin recognized this, immediately, because it was what she wanted to be more than anything in the world—like professionals.

      Larkin did not know, exactly, what being a professional meant. She suspected, in the part of her mind that she tried to keep silent, that it was the kind of status that had to be earned before it could be achieved. Larkin could see professionalism when it was in front of her. She could also see where she fell behind. She could not see—even though she had been looking, for years—how to cover the distance between who she was and who she wanted to be.

      Maybe the people on the other side of the room could help her.

      “Are those the guests?” she whispered to Anni.

      “Yes,” Anni whispered back. They were all guests of the cruise line, of course—in the weird, themed-event world where guest meant person who had bought a ticket—but the people who had been invited to entertain, perform, or lecture were Special Guests, with access to staterooms and lounges that were not available to the average cruisegoer.

      Luckily for Larkin, Anni and Elliott were anything but average. “Would you like to meet them? We can say hello to Daniel and Moira Pennington,” Anni said, leading the six of them towards the Special Guest tables as if she knew exactly what she was doing. “In fact, we should say hello to them. Let them know we’re here.” This was not the Anni whom Larkin had come to know, carefully, over the past year. Larkin’s version of Anni was socially awkward. Unable to make small talk. The kind of person who memorized etiquette books and, when appropriate, recited from them.

      “Daniel,” Anni said, interrupting the guest—interrupting him!—and holding out her fist. He bumped it, which was clearly a Nerd Cruise thing that Larkin didn’t yet understand. “Good to see you!” Her voice stumbled, then tumbled through the next set of sentences. “We should get together sometime and catch up. This is my friend Larkin Day, she’s new, she's a theater director, and these are her boyfriend and her family, and of course you know Elliott.”

      Daniel, who had a blue porkpie hat and a deck of cards poking out of his shirt pocket, was the magician Elliott had met the first time he went on the cruise. The magician neuroscientist, if Larkin remembered correctly. That made Moira, who was sitting next to him with a pair of knitting needles and making patterns out of a ball of variegated yarn, the magician neuroscientist’s wife. Anni had mentioned her before. She’d mentioned them both, when she told Larkin how she and Elliott had met—and why she and Elliott had spent more than ten years apart before getting back together.

      “Scarbo,” Daniel said. It had once been Elliott’s stage name. Anni had given it to him the first time they fell in love. “Are you still working?”

      “Always,” Elliott said.

      “Magic or tech?”

      “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,” Elliott replied, quietly.

      “Are you still thinking about teaching?” Moira asked, looking at Elliott as she worked her yarn.

      “Always,” Elliott said again. He seemed more nervous, in front of them, than Anni did. This might have had something to do with the ill-fated television career Daniel had pushed Elliott towards. It was a long story, and it had ended badly—but then Anni and Elliott had reconnected and bought a farmhouse, so it might actually have ended well.

      “Elliott is building a scalable, pattern-based tutoring system,” Anni said, “with an emphasis on 1:1 knowledge transfer.”

      That was when Larkin understood that Anni hadn't really changed. Part of Anni was trying to change, just like the rest of them—and part of that change involved setting up a conversation with a man she could not stand, just so the rest of them would benefit—but the rest of Anni was leaning on the systems that had helped her navigate the world thus far.

      “I’d love to hear more,” Moira said. The patterns kept repeating, under her needles. “I stopped teaching when it all went online. So hard to connect with people.”

      “That’s the problem I’m trying to solve,” Elliott said.

      Daniel nodded. “Let’s continue this conversation,” he said. “Not right now, because we’re waiting to hear when we can get settled in.” He gestured towards a pile of hand luggage that included a gold-trimmed magician’s case, a cruise-branded tote bag filled with even more yarn, and a medical-grade cooler. “Tomorrow, maybe, or Tuesday. I’ll call you. What stateroom?”

      “Verandah 213,” Elliott said.

      “213," Daniel repeated, memorizing the number. "The two of you, on the thirteenth cruise.” He eyed Anni, carefully, before settling his gaze on her lanyard. “Good to know you’re not triskaidekaphobic!”

      “There’s no reason to be superstitious,” Anni said, crossing her arms over her chest, “unless you’re interested in sustaining irrational behaviors in order to maintain a shared culture.”

      “There are plenty of rational reasons to walk around ladders and open umbrellas outdoors,” Elliott countered. This was also a repeat; the two of them had carried this rapport through the Cedar Rapids Airport, and Anni was relying on Elliott to help her hold the current conversation until they could put it down.

      “But there’s no rational reason to be afraid of a thirteenth cruise,” Anni said, reciting the riposte she had previously provided.

      “I agree,” Daniel said, assuming the conclusion. He nodded, again, and tipped his porkpie hat. “Good to see you both.”

      He hadn’t even looked at Larkin or Josephine or Claire—and Ed had already turned his focus towards someone else.

      “Is that Grandmaster Trey?” he whispered to Larkin, tilting his head towards a thin Black man with a thick gray Afro.

      “I don’t know,” Larkin whispered back. Anni and Elliott were walking away from the Special Guest tables, as etiquette suggested after being dismissed. Claire and Josephine were following them. Ed was pushing forward, squeezing himself between the seats, holding out his hand.

      “Hi,” he said. “I’m a huge fan.”

      “Hey,” the Black man said, turning his hand into a fist and letting Ed bump it. “They say we gotta do it this way, you know, because of the norovirus.”

      “Right,” Ed said.

      Oh, Larkin thought. That’s why.

      “Bunch of white nerds don’t think you can get norovirus on the backside of your hand,” the man continued, laughing. “Sit down. First time I’ve seen a brother all day who wasn’t wearing a uniform. Where are you from?”

      Elliott, who was nearly as observant as Larkin was, had turned around. “Looks like Ed’s found a new friend,” he said, quietly. “Don’t let him stay too long.”

      “I won’t,” Larkin said. “Who is he, though? Grandmaster Trey?”

      “He's an old-school hip-hop artist," Elliott explained, "back when everyone was still figuring out how to invent an entirely new kind of music. Trey was working with three turntables and three microphones. Cut one record, and then he went and got a computer science degree at U of I.” Then he laughed, just softly enough for Larkin to hear. “I love his shirt.”

      Grandmaster Trey was wearing a T-shirt that read Drop mics, not tables. Larkin didn’t get it. There was so much, about this cruise, that she didn’t get.

      She did, however, follow Elliott’s advice to detach Ed from Grandmaster Trey—after scanning the room, one more time, for the man who could ruin their vacation. Not that she knew what she’d say if she saw the curly-headed, clever-minded Jay Malhotra. Hello? How are you? Did you book a ticket on this cruise specifically to mess with me, and if so, can you let me know how you are planning to do it in advance? She knew that Jay liked to play games with people, and she also knew that she was already one move behind—so she slipped in next to Ed and whispered, just loud enough for the Grandmaster to hear, “We probably shouldn’t stay too long. I know Mom wants to get settled into her stateroom.”

      She watched Grandmaster Trey look her over. He was more subtle about it than most people, and he kept whatever he thought of her behind his smile. “You’d better not keep your girl’s mama waiting,” he said to Ed. “I don’t want to be the cause of any trouble.”

      Then Trey winked at Larkin. It was so friendly that she couldn’t help but be honest with him. “No,” she said, “it’s not that. Mom’s fine. I was just making something up so we wouldn’t take up too much of your time.”

      “I know,” Trey said. “I saw you talking with that skinny white boy. He told you to come get your man before he wore out his welcome.”

      “He also said he liked your T-shirt,” Larkin said. She could tell that Grandmaster Trey liked her, even if it was only because she was adjacent to Ed, and she wanted him to like Elliott too. “He thought it was a good joke. I don’t know what it means.”

      Trey looked at Ed. “Do you know what it means?”

      “Yes,” Ed said, “but that’s only because I used to read XKCD.” He gestured over his shoulder to Elliott. “Our friend Elliott is the one who knows SQL.”

      “Him and half the nerds on this boat,” Trey said. “Why do you think I wore it?” He looked at Larkin. “Would you have paid any attention to me if you thought I was just an old Black musician?”

      “I like Black musicians,” Larkin said. “I’m dating one.”

      “But you don’t know who I am or what I’ve done, and neither do most of the people in this room, including most of the people at this table,” Trey said. “So I put on this shirt, because it’s got a programming joke on it, and maybe that’ll get people to not skip my gig.” He looked, carefully, at Larkin. “If you weren’t dating Dr. Ed Jackson, would you have voluntarily gone to a hip-hop concert?”

      “I flew across the country to see the original Broadway cast⁠—”

      Grandmaster Trey laughed. “Don’t even say it.” He turned to Ed. “Make sure she doesn’t miss my set, and make sure you let me buy you a drink tonight.” He wrote a few numbers on a napkin and passed them to Ed. “That’s the passcode for the performers’ lounge. Don’t make me regret sharing it with you.” He laughed again. “Now get out of here before the rest of your white friends come to drag you away.”

      Ed stood, starry-eyed, and let Larkin lead him towards the dining room doors. “I cannot believe that just happened,” Ed whispered. “Did you know that Grandmaster Trey worked on one of the first MOOGs?”

      “Tell me later,” Larkin said, whispering back. “You can explain all the acronyms once we’re on our private balcony.”

      Then she kissed him—a current of contact, her lips against his cheeks—while watching her mother watch. Dr. Josephine Day liked Dr. Ed Jackson. She’d hired him, back when she was still the Dean of Howell College and Ed was still a recent PhD looking for a tenure-track job. Now Josephine and Claire were waiting for Larkin and Ed, impatient and delighted with the interaction.

      “Come on, you two,” Claire said. “I want to see the stateroom we aren’t staying in.”

      Anni had been able to exchange her cruise loyalty points for a two-room verandah cabin that slept four people. She’d invited Larkin and Ed to join her, first because Larkin was her best friend and second because Larkin had just solved two murders and one attempted murder while simultaneously directing Romeo and Juliet for the Pratincola Shakespeare Festival. “The two of you get the bedroom,” Anni had said, making both the plans and the decisions. “Elliott and I get the living room with the retractable bunkbeds, so I can practice the piano and Elliott can practice his magic.”

      Josephine and Claire had joined the group, booking a less-expensive cabin deep within the bowels of the ship, after Claire had learned that popular fantasy author Adamantine Darcy would be headlining the Special Guest lineup. While Larkin hadn’t necessarily been thrilled that her mother and her mother’s girlfriend were joining her on the first vacation she’d taken in nearly a decade—the cross-country flight to see Hamilton being the last trip that could even technically count as a break—she was secretly glad to have Officer Claire Novak on board. If Jay were planning anything that required legal interference, Claire would know what to do.

      Claire would also know what not to do. “Don’t engage,” she had told Josephine, back when a group of Howell College students were leaving harassing signs on Larkin’s mother’s front lawn. “Every time you respond, you show the instigator exactly how much work they have to do to get a response.”

      Larkin wondered if Jay knew how much work she was already doing. She wondered if he expected her to respond in a certain way, and what he might do if she didn’t. She wondered if she should say something to Claire or to Anni—not to Ed, though, definitely not to Ed—even though she already knew that both of them would offer the same good advice. “Ignore him,” Claire would say. “Especially,” Anni would add, “because we don’t even know for sure that he’s your nemesis. That was something you said, not something he said.”

      This was correct. Larkin had said to Anni: I think Jay is my nemesis.

      All Jay had ever said, to Larkin, was: My mother told me not to fall in love with you.

      So she kissed Ed again, and squeezed his hand, and said, to her friends: “Sorry we took so long.”

      “I met Grandmaster Trey,” Ed said, still a little dazed. “He wants to buy me a drink.”

      “I want to meet Adamantine Darcy,” Claire said. “But she doesn’t drink. I read that on her website.”

      “She drinks something,” Josephine said. “The two of you could have a cup of tea together.”

      Larkin watched Anni and Elliott exchange glances. “I think that our previous interaction with Daniel and Moira Pennington may have given you the wrong impression,” Elliott said. “Most people on the ship don’t get to spend any significant time with the Special Guests.”

      “You could get her to sign your books, though,” Anni said. “Adamantine Darcy’s doing a signing line on Wednesday, right after she finishes her lecture on AI in sci-fi and fantasy.”

      “I know,” Claire said. “That’s why I brought her first book. She called it How Now, Horatio, because it hadn’t yet become the Time Tangent Gentleman series. I bought it at a library book sale, before I knew how rare it was. I’m pretty sure they didn’t know, or they wouldn’t have sold it to me for fifty cents.” Claire turned to Josephine. “Should I have brought all of my TTG books? Would she have signed all of them?”

      “We couldn’t have carried all of them,” Josephine said. “I’ve seen your collection. There are forty books in the Time Tangent Gentleman series!”

      “Forty-one,” Claire said, “not counting the last one, which she’s finishing right now.” Larkin watched Elliott nudge his head towards hers. The six of them were blocking the path, and he wanted her to use her theater directing skills to move everyone aside—so Larkin took a big step to the right, and trusted kinesthetic response to do the rest.

      Ed followed automatically. Elliott followed because he knew what they were doing. Anni followed because she saw Elliott doing it. Larkin’s mother followed because she always had one eye on her daughter, and Claire, who was still going on about Adamantine Darcy’s process—“She’s got eighty pages left to write, and she’s bringing her manuscript on the ship!”—remained where she was, her square shoulders and socked sandals forming a compact rectangle in front of the dining room’s double doors.

      Which was how—and why—Claire Novak and Adamantine Darcy met. The octogenarian author and her quadragenarian assistant entered through the double doors as Claire was extending her hands to demonstrate the ways in which Darcy’s titular Gentleman tangented through time. Her right hand connected with Adamantine’s left shoulder, knocking the author off balance. The woman gripped her cane and remained upright, but her octagonal glasses slipped from her eyes and ears and landed, silently, in the thick red carpet.

      That was why—and how—Claire didn’t know not to step on them.
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