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      I was getting judged by a bird.

      Not just any bird. Scarlet macaw Ruby, the mascot of Parrots of the Caribbean, the pirate adventure tour company I had just taken over for my aunt Astrid.

      Well, sort of. We were on a trial basis to see if things worked out. If Ruby had a say, I probably should keep my resume current. She was dressed as a pirate, with a frilly white bird shirt and a little black hat with a curved brim and the Parrots of the Caribbean logo that matched mine.

      But I had a feeling my most valuable employee was about to quit on my very first day on the job.

      Maybe it was a good thing we decided to try things out before we made them permanent.

      Aunt Astrid frowned at the big red beauty, and brought her close to her face. “Keela’s a bird person. Don’t you want to show her how good you are on the tour?”

      Astrid was an imposing woman—tall and big-boned with a shock of fiery red hair. She never left home without her giant hoop earrings and one of her boldly printed signature kaftans. She wasn’t a woman who faded into the background. Even a diva like Ruby had to respect her game.

      It almost didn’t stop me from amending her statement, adding that I was a little bird person. Size mattered, and Ruby knew it. “Maybe she can smell Chicken on me, and it’s a territorial thing.”

      Chicken was my cockatiel. Typical little gray guy with a yellow face and big orange cheeks. I became his bird mom when someone left him behind in one of the escape rooms I created. How they managed to smuggle a bird into the room and leave him there was a giant puzzle in itself, even more so when no one came forward to claim him. He was a chatty, cuddly little bird and it had been him and me against the world ever since, especially since my fiancé unceremoniously dumped me. Now Chicken and I were on a new adventure together.

      He hadn’t come out and said it, but I could tell he wasn’t thrilled about me seeing other birds, either. Maybe there was a competition thing between him and Ruby. Nothing that a few treats and a toy or two couldn’t fix—eventually. But the tour started in twenty minutes, and bird team building would have to wait.

      “Maybe Ruby will decide we’re friends if I give her some of Chicken’s veggie muffins.” Yes, I baked for my bird. Personally, I could live off peanut butter toast and bubbly water, but Chicken needed a well-balanced diet.

      Chicken squawked in protest from his travel cage as I broke off a piece of the treat and offered it to Ruby.

      “I’ll bake more,” I promised.

      Ruby’s hiss was a clear indication she was above accepting bribes, no matter how delicious they may be.

      Back to the drawing board.

      “Ruby!” Astrid scolded. “That’s not polite. If you’re nice to Keela, she’ll give you treats and scritch around your beak, just how you like it.”

      I liked my fingers too much to even consider going near that beak until Ruby had a change of heart.

      “Hi, Roy,” Ruby said in her little bird voice. “Roy. Roy.”

      “Is the old girl asking for me?” Roy came into the room and chuckled, easily coaxing Ruby away from Astrid and giving her those promised face scritches.

      Show off.

      There was no way Astrid hadn’t noticed Roy’s absence for the last two hours. Again, it was on the tip of my tongue to say something, but not only did I not want to be that boss, especially during this trial period, Roy liked me about as much as the macaw did. Possibly even less.

      So Ruby getting excited about his appearance stung. I could hardly call myself a bird expert after taking care of Chicken for only a few months, but I’d watched a few—okay, a lot—of online videos on the subject, and I knew birds chose their people very carefully.

      I’d win her over. But for now, we needed a quick fix to make this tour a success.

      Roy met my gaze with challenge, daring me to ask him why he was late. His cheeks were flushed, his tropical shirt was rumpled, and his gray hair, normally pulled back into a neat ponytail, had formed a fuzzy halo around his head.

      He looked like he had had a morning.

      “Maybe I can come out on one last tour with you, to help you and Ruby get used to each other,” Astrid suggested, breaking the tension.

      From where I was standing, I had a view of the lobby. I could call it a bird’s-eye view, but Ruby’s glare was squarely on me, not on the tourgoers who were beginning to file into the waiting area. It was ninety degrees out, and Half Moon Cross only had one season—sunny side up. At best, the air conditioning in the cramped room took the edge off, which Astrid claimed added to the charm of the Parrots of Caribbean tour, but if this trial turned out to be permanent, fixing the HVAC would be on the top of my to-do list. I was a New England girl, and this pirate costume did nothing to hide the sweat marks.

      “What if I take Chicken on the tour instead?” I suggested. He was used to going places with me. He had a flight suit, which was like a tiny pair of bird overalls that doubled as a diaper and a place to attach his harness, so I could take him everywhere without the threat of him flying away or making a mess. “He doesn’t know the lines like Ruby, but I can incorporate him into the story.”

      This new arrangement made it sound like I had my tour lines memorized well enough to do improv. I definitely did not. I had been relying on Ruby to fill in the blanks.

      Roy cackled from his corner desk. He already had his feet up, and Ruby was on his shoulder, headbanging in unison with his amusement. Roy pointed toward the waiting area. “Those people didn’t pay to see a cockatiel. They paid to see Ruby.”

      “Chicken’s amazing.” I went over to his cage, opened the door, and offered him my finger. “You can totally do this, right, buddy?”

      “Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to have another spokesbird,” Astrid said, but the sigh that punctuated the statement was full of doubt. She disappeared into the waiting area, and I braced myself for her to say the tour was canceled.

      Instead, she came back with a tiny pirate hat and a package that she ripped open. “We ordered these for Ruby. She has a tendency to consider her hat a chew toy, so we keep several costumes on hand. They came in the wrong size. We get lots of bird parents on this tour, so we’ve been able to sell them from time to time. I bet, with a few adjustments, Chicken would look quite dashing in this.”

      It wasn’t a perfect fit, and persuading Chicken to wear a hat on a regular basis might prove to be a challenge. But, if my audience was forgiving, he could pass for a pirate.

      “Good boy,” I said. “Once we’re one with the tour, I’ll pay you in extra millet for wearing that hat.”

      “I must say, he looks the part.” Astrid had her hands on her hips, considering Chicken, who gave her heart wings in response. Little flirt.

      Astrid reached for her ear and frowned. “Ruby must have got one of my earrings again. You would think no one ever bought that bird toys.”

      “Chicken can talk,” I said. Astrid had heard him say a couple things, so I mentioned it for Roy’s benefit. I wasn’t sure why I was trying to sell him on Chicken’s talents—if this all worked out, I’d be Roy’s boss. “Maybe you can show him how to do it on cue, like Ruby does.”

      Astrid waved her hand. “Just make the tour memorable, and make sure that everyone tells a friend about it.”

      That was exactly what I was afraid of.

      “Use your escape room experience,” Astrid added when I didn’t respond. “What would you do if this situation happened there?”

      “It wouldn’t.” Which was exactly the problem? “We had every possible scenario planned out. And I wasn’t the one trying to escape.”

      Roy snickered. “Maybe I can take this tour while Keela and Chicken learn their lines.”

      “No,” Astrid said quickly. “I want to talk to you about the schedule.”

      Secretly, I would’ve appreciated the bailout, but I was happy that she was addressing the fact he showed up late, looking like he’d been out all night. I wasn’t about to let this guy walk all over me, but it wasn’t my place to say anything yet.

      “You look adorable,” I said to Chicken as I scratched his little orange cheek. It was his favorite spot. Anyone who complained they were getting him instead of Ruby had no heart. “Ready to go on a pirate adventure, my chick?”

      Chicken chirped in confirmation. Roy cradled Ruby close to his body. Maybe he wasn’t so bad if he cared about the big bird’s feelings.

      “We’re going on a boat.” It was nice to be among bird people. Mere mortals looked at me funny when I talked to Chicken like he was my kid. But birds were smart, and they understood way more than most people gave them credit for. “There might be some scary noises, but we’re actors now. It’s like a movie. And you’ll see some big birds too. But they won’t bother you.”

      With all the false pirate bravado I could muster, I placed Chicken on my shoulder and headed out to the waiting area, which was standing room only in anticipation of the next tour.

      “Ahoy mateys,” I said too loudly, with no chance of hiding the shake of my voice. “Welcome to Parrots of the Caribbean. My name’s Keela, and this is my first mate, Chicken. Together, we’re about to embark on a great adventure, full of fun, feathers, and hidden fortune.”

      A woman in the crowd who was using her cell phone as a makeshift fan furrowed her brow. “That’s not Ruby. We came to see her. Where is she?”

      “Ruby had another engagement.” That sounded lame. “Chicken is really excited to swashbuckle with you.”

      Ruby cawed from the back room. Big red traitor.

      I cleared my throat loudly, trying to cover up the avian faux pas. “Pirates wait for no one. Please follow Chicken and me to the pirate ship.”

      Most of the crowd followed, but there was no missing the rumbles about refunds. Astrid would never go for it. She’d called me out of the blue, offering me the opportunity to take over her business so she could retire while she was still young enough to enjoy her time. I didn’t know my aunt well, but I liked that she was a bird person who took no crap and lived life on her terms.

      Following in her footsteps would take some getting used to.

      Meg, the boat driver, narrowed her eyes when I boarded the boat with a bird that wasn’t Ruby. It was barely noticeable in the shadow of the brim of her pirate hat. She didn’t wear the rest of the uniform; instead, she had on a white tank top and a pair of shorts.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “Great. Ruby hates me and Roy finally showed up. Chicken and I have got this.”

      “Business as usual.” She chuckled as she turned on the motor.

      “Hey, baby,” Chicken said, loud enough for my microphone to pick up, winning over a few more members of Team Ruby.

      “Welcome to Parrots of the Caribbean,” I said as Meg pulled out of the mooring. “Chicken and I are excited to take you on this adventure. We’ll be sailing through Half Moon Cross’s only parrot sanctuary, and you’ll get to see the many tropical birds that call this island home. And maybe you’ll catch a glimpse of the hidden treasure that’s rumored to have been buried on the island by Fearsome Joe the Widowmaker, who by some accounts, was actually named Josephine.”

      I stopped to let the crowd oooh at the twist, and Meg gave me a thumbs up.

      “Fearsome Joe had quite the reputation in this area. It was a bad day if the Crimson Fortune sailed into your harbor, unless you were a resident of Half Moon Cross. Rumor has it that not only did Joe steal the ship, but he ran the government right off this island and took it over as his own. Fearsome Joe was a fierce protector of his home, and I believe that’s one of the reasons that so much of the land is still wild and unspoiled here. As we sail into the sanctuary, I’ll give you a chance to take pictures of the birds. You can consult your treasure map for the names of some of our most popular residents.”

      I let out a sigh of relief as I took the seat next to Meg.

      “You did great,” she said softly. “Half the time Roy way overembellishes the details—and people will dispute what he says with what they find online. Ruby winds up being the voice of reason, and I’m always relieved when no one goes overboard.”

      “Things seem chill with this group.” Our tourgoers were delighted with the brightly colored birds perched in the trees, with even more flying overhead. The birds were chattering and cawing, putting on a show. The sanctuary was on a small island separated from Half Moon Cross by a narrow waterway, and the birds had the land to themselves.

      The only passenger I was in danger of getting a bad review from was Chicken, who stood tall and skinny on my shoulder. I had a feeling the big birds might intimidate him. “It’s okay. They’re just playing.”

      “They’re not usually this vocal,” Meg said. “Might be a storm coming in.”

      There was hardly a cloud in the sky, so that seemed unlikely, but weather moved fast on the island.

      “Did anyone find any treasure?” I asked as we sailed away from the sanctuary. It was an open area with a view of Starfish Bay—gorgeous white sand beaches, palm trees, and mangroves. There were a few resorts dotting the coastline, but on a Monday morning, we had the place practically to ourselves.

      Half Moon Cross truly was paradise, and I could get used to this—once I got things settled with Ruby and Roy.

      Chicken had yet to relax. He started to chatter, but he was talking so fast I couldn’t understand him.

      “What’s he saying?” one of the tourgoers asked.

      “He’s so adorable in that little pirate outfit. I love that he talks so much!” another added.

      But I knew he was in a panic. The last thing I could afford to do was join him. There was nothing in the script for this scenario.

      “Did you spot some of that buried treasure, Chicken?” I was proud of myself for that ad lib. “Something exciting must be happening. What do you see?”

      He squawked loudly, and his little legs shook. Okay, maybe taking him out for the tour wasn’t my best idea.

      A lady in the back of the boat screamed, and I grasped Chicken—gently, like an ice cream cone. The harness had never failed us, but he’d never been on a boat before, and he wasn’t usually this worked up. No one noticed, because they were all turned toward the screaming woman, who was now pointing at the beach.

      “There’s a dead body there,” she exclaimed.

      “Nah, that’s Azure. We’re staying there too. She must be sunbathing,” one of the other passengers said. “You’ve got pirates on the brain.”

      “I better check,” Meg muttered under her breath, steering the boat closer to the shore.

      Chicken wriggled in my grip. “Hi, Chicken,” was the only part of his bird babble that was understandable.

      I’d calm him down as soon as I could, because the closer we got to the woman, the more apparent it became she was not sunbathing.

      Unless she was doing it with a giant wound in her chest. The passengers started screaming, and Meg stopped the boat. She jumped out, and I followed close behind.

      The poor woman was definitely dead. Her dark hair was splayed out on the sand, and there was a big red stain on the front of her sundress.

      “No. Oh, no.” Meg gasped as she kneeled next to her. “I know her. Or, at least, I did.”

      I’d never been this close to a dead body before, and all my bones felt like they had turned to rubber. Our tourgoers had formed a circle around the poor woman.

      “Who is she?”

      “Her name’s Vanessa. Until recently, she worked for Parrots of the Caribbean.”
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      Back in my escape room days, we created plenty of fake murders. Emphasis on fake. The participants would choose from a variety of suspects and motives, and they would usually figure out who done it just before time was up.

      But Vanessa was definitely dead, and there was nothing here but her lifeless body and a lot of sand. In my panicked state, I didn’t see an obvious murder weapon. And any footprint paths had surely been trampled into oblivion when the entire tour group had gotten off the boat to ogle the scene.

      I didn’t know Meg well yet, but she’d welcomed me to Parrots of the Caribbean, and I liked her. My aunt said great things about her too—she was a long-time employee and extremely reliable. Now Meg was crouched down with her head in her hands, mourning the loss of her former coworker. Astrid had mentioned someone had quit, but I hadn’t bothered too much with the play-by-play of the event because I didn’t think it would matter.

      Now I wished I’d paid more attention, out of respect to this poor woman. I rubbed Meg’s shoulder, hoping it was the right thing to do to offer comfort.

      Chicken squawked and wriggled in my grip, knowing something was very wrong.

      One of the tourgoers had called 911, and the police arrived at Azure almost immediately. The officers wore shorts and sneakers here, and one of them came up to Meg, Chicken, and me.

      “Was Vanessa on the tour with you ladies?” the officer asked. “Wasn’t clear from the call. She’s not dressed for it.”

      Vanessa had been wearing a short, close-fitting casual dress and high-heeled sandals.

      Meg shook her head. “She doesn’t work with us anymore.”

      The officer’s eyes widened with surprise. “What happened? She’s worked for Astrid for years. I thought she’d own the place someday.”

      That was awkward.

      Meg gazed at her friend. “She and Astrid had a big fight. She walked out right before a tour. Told everyone to ask for a refund and go check out Buccaneer Bandits instead.”

      “Those guys are the worst.” The officer’s gaze landed on me. “I take it you’re the new girl. Where’s Ruby?”

      I held my hand out to him, bristling at being called girl, even though I looked young for twenty-nine, especially in this costume. And if he knew I was here, that made his comment about Vanessa owning the place all the more pointed. “I’m Keela Campbell, and this is my cockatiel, Chicken. We might take over the business when Astrid retires.”

      The officer’s lips parted. His colleagues worked on gathering evidence behind him, or at least I thought that was what was happening. It didn’t exactly look like the murder shows I liked to binge watch. “You can’t replace Ruby. She’s the star of the show.”

      “He can hear you.” I shifted my gaze to Chicken, who’d chilled out a little, but was still far from calm. “He’s still learning the tour.”

      “He might not have to,” the officer said. “Things like finding dead bodies aren’t good for business.”

      With that, he joined his colleagues.

      “Do you think this will shut down the tour?” I whispered to Meg.

      She shrugged.

      “What should I do? We have to get everyone back to the office.” I looked at our crowd. We’d lost control of the situation. A lot of our tourgoers were on their cell phones. Were they filming the investigation? Posting it on social media? How did I get them to stop? “What if they think it’s part of the tour?”

      Meg scanned the tourgoers, her lips parting with disgust. “We need to get them out of here.”

      I cleared my throat loudly to get everyone’s attention. “Let’s head back to the boat, and we can continue our investigation on the mainland.”

      Motioning for the tourgoers to get back on the boat—which was no small feat when our bird tour had brought them to an active murder scene—I didn’t miss the curious glances from the police officers.

      It would take me a little while to fit in with the locals.

      Once everyone was back on the boat, I wracked my brain, trying to remember what I was supposed to say at this part of the tour. Meg was driving much faster than she had before
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