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      Revenge is a dish best served cold, but on this particular voyage of the Dionysia, it would be coming with ice sculptures, chilled bottles of Cristal, and ice cream with edible gold flakes.

      The luxury cruise liner was designed for fantasy — both the fun found in the bright light of childhood dreams, and the more adult fantasies behind closed doors after sundown. There were only three depravities the Concierge considered abominable. The Dionysia would never play host to pedophilia, murder, or nonconsensual sex — not while Madalena Santos was in charge of this ship.

      But vengeance was a fantasy Madalena understood all too well, and if Clarence Buford wanted to spend a fortune to test his family and friends before choosing an heir, that was his choice.

      Madalena smiled as she entered the posh Observation Lounge, greeted by the breathtaking 270-degree view of Venice sprawling beyond the docks. Sunlight glistened off of the water, the sun hanging like a golden coin suspended in the sky, casting a wash of bright yellow light over a vista filled with countless rectangles and squares, some buildings colored like emeralds and leaves while others matched the ocean and sky.

      The view was always remarkable, wherever the Dionysia docked, but beauty alone never settled her stomach. Madalena had been The Concierge for seven years now, but she still felt the bristle of nerves at the start of each voyage, and still smiled extra wide to hide them from her head staff, who waited patiently for her to speak.

      She held the moment. Proving that the Concierge was in charge.

      Soon the Dionysia would be filling with passengers. Jorge beamed with pride — the Captain’s ship was as ready to go as its crew.

      The Observation Lounge was as opulent as every other inch of the ship. Cream-colored walls warmed the room. Subtle accents of blue and silver snowflakes were individually painted on the wall. Furniture was overstuffed, couches and loveseats and cafe-style table-and-chair sets were scattered throughout the room, a centerpiece comprised of the semicircular counter surrounding a small cafe serving gourmet coffees, teas, and freshly baked pastries restocked by the hour.

      The entire lounge smelled of coffee, cinnamon and hot sugar.

      There wasn’t a piece of furniture in here that cost less than the average crew member’s generous annual salary, but even so her staff appeared comfortable with the luxury. Like blowing dust off of diamonds was just another part of the job.

      Eva, head of housekeeping, sitting regally enough to have paid for the chair with her tips.

      Nigel White, head butler, standing behind Eva like a guard to Her Majesty.

      Ajax, head of security, slumped in his chair like its obnoxious value was fathoms beneath him.

      Kostas, executive chef, smiling at Madalena while stealing a glance at the espresso machine with a critical eye, as if expecting to discover it broken.

      Manny, comedian-turned-Cruise Director, lounging on a love seat, legs draped over the side just enough to trigger Madalena’s attention, while still avoiding admonishment.

      Nadia, the head of comfort — a euphemism for the ship’s madam — standing off to the side like always, eyeing the entire room like she was itching to whip them all into shape.

      Gabriel, the Coordinator and Madalena’s right hand man, stood like a dark shadow on the other side of the room, hands clasped behind his back as he turned away from the glistening view to look at Madalena with a subtle shake of his head.

      Her heart grew heavier. No matter where they docked, there was no trace of the human monster she had been combing the world to find, every day now for more than a decade. Despite Gabriel’s relentless help and his extensive network of contacts, every lead so far had only led them down a winding road toward yet another inevitable dead end. This time the smuggler on their radar really was only dealing in endangered species.

      She nodded at Gabriel and he returned his attention to the view.

      Jorge, with the air of a Spanish pirate just past his swashbuckling days, gave Madalena a grin that somehow looked both flirty and professional.

      “I’ve only just managed to keep this rowdy crew in line until you got here,” said Jorge.

      Madalena returned the Captain’s smile and addressed her staff, Ajax first.

      “Are the security updates complete?”

      “Complete, but with stated objections,” Ajax said. “I don’t think we should be granting any guests access to the restricted areas of the Dionysia where they can cause trouble.”

      Madalena nodded.

      But Ajax kept going. “Just because some rich old fart can afford to buy out the entire ship for his birthday, doesn’t mean he should get special treatment.”

      Nigel disagreed. “When one manages to give away more money to charity than Warren Buffett, to save more lives than Alexander Fleming, and to be more successful than Bill Gates and Elon Musk combined, perhaps one has earned the right to a special request or two.”

      “Yeah,” Manny laughed. “Give the poor man a break. How many of you would fuck with your heirs if you had billions to burn?”

      “I hear what you’re saying, Ajax, and I don’t disagree,” Madalena said. “But Mr. Buford is the client here, so the only pertinent question is, Are the security updates complete?”

      “Like I said, they’re complete,” Ajax huffed, “but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “I always appreciate your caution and your candor. Same goes for all of you.” She smiled for everyone. “I’m not entirely comfortable with participating with this ruse myself. But this isn’t just Clarence Buford making his request, our order to comply came from Albrecht himself, via Omar.”

      Ajax couldn’t help himself. “So we have to disregard all of our protocols just so Albrecht can buy another golden toilet?”

      “I’m quite sure he doesn’t have any golden toilets,” Nigel said.

      “Maybe he’s making calls to the moon,” Manny joked. “Those minutes can really add up.”

      “I just don’t get why?” Ajax finished his thought. “It’s not like he needs the money. Ascendant Cruises has yet to suffer an off year.”

      “Albrecht is experimenting with allowing billionaires to charter the Dionysia for private cruises,” Madalena explained. “He can charge triple what they make with a full ship on a normal run. I personally don’t think it’s worth the extra trouble, and Captain Navarro agrees with me, but this is not our decision to make.”

      Jorge nodded.

      “Like I said. Not like Albrecht needs the money.” Ajax finished voicing his objections and leaned back in his seat.

      “Ascendant Cruise Lines is a business,” Madalena reminded the room. “So, back to the business at hand.” Another smile. “If Clarence Buford wants to spy on his heirs from a secret room, then our job is to make sure he gets to and from that secret room without being seen. That means everyone.”

      She paused to make sure the crew understood. “We are all responsible for creating the illusion that Mr. Buford is staying in his official suite. Make sure that no one is seen bringing him anything in the crew quarters where he and his lawyer will actually be staying. Mr. Buford will need to be brought through the crew-only passages to reach the main area closest to wherever he wants to go.”

      Manny raised his hand. “Can we create elaborate backstories for —”

      “Kostas.” Madalena ignored Manny, turning her attention to the head chef, who was fiddling with the espresso machine.

      Kostas turned to the Concierge, ready with his report. “The kitchens are all ready to go, and the Head Sommelier is double checking every bottle himself.”

      Their supplier for the last voyage forgot to send one of the requested vintages, and Madalena was forced to sympathize with a passenger when he complained that the four-hundred dollar bottle she offered gratis was “thin and watery, with no complexity or depth.”

      “Good to hear,” Madalena said.

      “Black Sea caviar wasn’t available from our usual distributor, and I was told that there would be hell to pay if we didn’t have it, so I’m having it flown in to onboard at the first port. Mr. Buford’s cargo is being loaded as well. For his birthday party on Eos. It’s taking up a lot more space than I’d like, but we have plans to restock at every port, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Thank you, Kostas.” The Concierge turned to Manny. “Remember, Buford’s two sons don’t get along.”

      “Does that mean I’m supposed to babysit them?”

      “No. But it is your job to keep them separate, and to make sure there isn’t any unpleasantness.”

      “So … I’m supposed to babysit them?” Manny clarified with a smirk.

      “Just say I’m on it, Manny,” Madalena ordered him.

      “I’m on it, Manny.” He gave her a smile. “Seriously, though, I’m on it. Arthur’s obsessed with whiskey and golf. Randall just wants to play poker with Daddy’s money. So I’ve organized a tournament for Randall and am tempting Arthur with whiskey tastings near the putting green.”

      “What about the rest of the guests?” Madalena asked.

      “We have exotic excursions lined up for each of the ports.”

      “Can you be more specific? That is the purpose of this meeting. Same as always, Manny. You’re a professional comedian, I’d think you could remember the routine.”

      “Add a few jokes and I promise to never forget a word.” He winked. “We’ve got wine-tasting of regional vintages in Trogir on the Dalmatian coast in Croatia, helicoptering to Mt. Pantokrator in Corfu, where we’ll experience some haute cuisine picnic prepared by Señor Kostas himself, then a little layover at the abandoned village of Old Perithia, nestled in the foothills. After that we’ll get back in the chopper for some thawp-thwap-thwapping through the sky on our way back to the boat.”

      “Manny.”

      “Got it. Save the color for our guests.” The Cruise Director smirked. “We’ve also got touring a private museum in Leonardo Dresden’s mansion. Dude’s a collector of Roman-era and medieval artifacts in Dubrovnik.”

      Manny lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, loud enough to be heard by everyone in the Observation Lounge. “I’m not saying they’re black market, but they’re probably all black market, right? Because how gauche to just tour the town with its everyday preserved medieval architecture that we’ve seen in a million movies? We could all just watch Star Wars and —”

      Madalena shot him a look.

      Manny got it. “Fishing with a local fisherman in Piran, learning traditional techniques. Seeing the exquisite waterfalls in the national park in Zadar. And enjoying the Croatian beaches.”

      The Concierge turned to Jorge.

      “The ship is ready to go.”

      Gabriel moved forward from his spot at the window, closing the distance between himself and Jorge.

      “Don’t pull another Argentina,” Gabriel warned.

      “I have no intention of —”

      “I don’t want to extricate you from a scene in the middle of a 70-year old man’s birthday party,” Gabriel cut Jorge off.

      “I can’t help it if the women love me.”

      “Nadia?” Madalena said, suppressing a smile.

      “My people have been briefed on the guests and are ready to serve. All exams have been completed.” She nodded, exuding confidence like always.

      Nadia oversaw Dionysia’s cadre of playmates, and never failed to impress the Concierge with both her judgment and execution.

      “And you’ve confirmed that none of them are a day under eighteen?” Madalena asked, even though when it came to Nadia she didn’t ever need to.

      “Don’t I always?” Nadia said.

      The Concierge turned to her head of housekeeping.

      “The cabins are ready for the guests …” Eva began to report.

      “But?” Madalena pressed.

      “I would like a word with you after the meeting, please.”

      “Of course.” Madalena returned her smile, but felt an uncertain twist in her stomach knowing that Eva’s word was surely about Vivienne.

      Madalena addressed the room.

      “Thank you everyone for all of the dedicated work you’ve already put in, and the much more difficult work you’ll be doing over the next eight days. I appreciate every single one of you, even Manny.” She gave the room a moment to smile. “And I’m glad that we’re all in this together. Now, places everyone!”

      Madalena’s head staff sprung to life.

      All except for Eva, lingering behind as the others all headed out to their stations.

      Madalena glanced over at Gabriel, wishing she could debrief about what actually mattered most to her. But her needs would have to wait.

      Because Eva, or perhaps more specifically, Vivienne, had to be dealt with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Vivienne kept wiggling her toes.

      She felt a compulsive need to fidget and anything else might give her away. If Madalena decided that she could stay onboard, then Vivienne couldn’t take the chance of anyone seeing her look weak. And if she was getting booted off of the boat, Vivienne would be right back to worrying about everything, twenty-four seven.

      She didn’t want to even consider that possibility right now.

      It was better to focus on the positive. Eva had chosen her for a reason. And Madalena needed the staff. Vivienne had been doing an excellent job of cleaning the rooms — she could have probably scrubbed them spotless while wearing a blindfold — but she had missed two of the test surveillance devices that Eva had planted.

      It was the Head of Housekeeping’s duty to make sure that every room was free of any bugs that might in any way compromise the privacy of a guest. And enforcing the Dionysia’s primary ethic: whatever happened on the ship, stayed on the ship … no matter what.

      Vivienne was standing just outside of Eva’s small office while the head of housekeeping and Madalena talked just enough out of earshot that Vivienne could only make out the occasional mumbles and murmurs.

      She would do anything to keep this job. She just needed another chance. Eva would know that, and fight for her. The Concierge would probably listen, because she trusted Eva’s judgment.

      Everything was going to be fine. No, her secret would not be discovered.

      And she would be able to pay for her little sister’s college. Vivienne knew exactly how lucky she was to have landed an opportunity like this, despite never having even been aboard a cruise ship before. She’d applied because of what struck her as an absurd salary for the required duties.

      Sure, she had heard some terrible stories about cruise ships, about how the crew could be mistreated, or sometimes even shanghaied. But Leti’s tuition was about ten times more than what Vivienne could afford, and she couldn’t stand the thought of her kid sister squandering all of that potential, wasting her life away as a maid alongside Vivienne and their mom.

      Just a few minutes aboard the Dionysia and Vivienne realized how much she wanted to stay. This was the most beautiful place she had ever seen, or would surely ever see again, and it felt painful to think that she might get cast out of this Shangri-La on the water.

      She could clean the ship’s rooms to an impeccable standard, thanks to working every weekend and summer for her mother’s cleaning service, but getting the hang of the kind of cleaning that Eva wanted her to do was something else entirely. Vivienne had never swept for bugs before, or ever had any reason to protect the privacy of wealthy passengers.

      If Vivienne didn’t figure it out soon, Eva would be forced to let her go.

      Unless the Concierge decided to fire her first.

      Madalena Santos was awe inspiring. Vivienne had only seen women like her on TV before. She wasn’t just poised, but flawlessly beautiful, with dark hair that was always impeccably styled. Her smile was like an arctic stream, pristine, and yet a sight that made Vivienne shiver. Her gaze like a deadbolt.

      Rumor insisted that Madalena refused to tolerate failure. That crew members who made big mistakes weren’t brought back for the next voyage. And anyone dumb enough to break even one of her many rules was booted off the ship immediately.

      And yet, half of the crew members had also told Vivienne stories about Madalena’s kindness, times where the Concierge had helped them to get working papers or emergency loans, insisted they take time off of work and recover from an unexpected injury, or made sure that someone on the mainland could tend to problems with a crew member’s family while the Dionysia was at sea.

      The murmuring stopped, then Vivienne could hear Madalena and Eva walking toward her. They were suddenly on the other side of Eva’s small office, both women looking at Vivienne. But still she didn’t know whether she was about to hear good news or bad.

      “Do you know why you’re here?” the Concierge asked her.

      Vivienne lifted her chin slightly. “I failed to check inside the Divinity Suite grand piano.” She held Madalena’s gaze. “I’m sorry, Madame Concierge, I promise it will never happen again.”

      “Eva tells me that you are thorough in your duties.”

      Vivienne wasn’t sure if Madalena was asking her a question. “Yes, ma’am.”

      The Concierge took a moment to assess the ship’s newest maid, seeming to inspect Vivienne on a cellular level, before she finally spoke.

      “Terminating your contract will leave us short-staffed on the most expensive journey the Dionysia has ever been booked for, and with the most demanding guests we’ve ever had the privilege of hosting.”

      Vivienne still wasn’t sure how she should be responding. “Yes, ma’am. I understand.”

      Vivienne looked at Eva, hoping for a clue, but her face was unreadable.

      The Concierge narrowed her eyes at Vivienne. “Whether you stay or go, you are personally impacting our reputation as the most exclusive cruise ship on this planet.” This time Madalena made it a question. “Do you understand that?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Vivienne nodded for emphasis.

      “Are you willing to accept the responsibility for maintaining the Dionysia’s reputation for flawless service?” No time for Vivienne to answer. “Or would you prefer that I take responsibility for your absence?”

      “No, ma’am.” Vivienne shook her head. “I accept the responsibility, ma’am. I’m eager to show you my best work.”

      “I look forward to seeing it,” Madalena said, before she turned around and walked away.

      Vivienne looked at Eva, with no idea how that went.

      But the Head of Housekeeping gave her a smile. “Let’s do another run-through on one of the empty rooms.”

      And Vivienne felt a wave of gratitude at being granted a second chance.
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      Madalena loved second chances, but loathed making the mistake of handing them to the wrong person. She trusted Eva’s insight on the new housekeeper more than her own in this instance, because Eva was much closer to the situation.

      Still, something was unnerving Madalena more than she wanted to admit. Something about this voyage that was already smelling off before they left port.

      That twist in her nerves coiled even tighter as the Concierge entered her office to find Clarence Buford leaning on her desk like he owned the room.

      Ajax stood a few feet away from him, looking both agitated and grateful to see her.

      “Clarence!” Madalena buried her annoyance and radiated joy at the sight of him. “You’re early!”

      “Only by one minute, my dear.” Buford smiled back at her, but there were too many secrets buried in his smile. “Those who understand the price of their time tend to be in early, and out even earlier. Now, as I was telling your head of security here, my team requires keys to both my suite and the secure room so we can start setting up …”

      Was that a dig at the Concierge for not being in her office when he expected?

      Buford cast a belittling glance at Ajax. “But we were unfortunately stopped on our way to the restricted area.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your inconvenience, Mr. Buford, but we have accommodated a fair number of your many unusual requests for this voyage already, and Ajax was just doing his job. Might I ask why you require additional security beyond what the Dionysia already offers?”

      “I will be routing some of my own equipment through your system.”

      Madalena shook her head, but Buford didn’t give her so much as a blink to object.

      “My team will be installing surveillance in three of the guest suites.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible, Mr. Buford. My clients pay for privacy and —”

      “I think we can agree that your clients pay for the illusion of privacy.” Buford smirked at her, but managed to look benevolent while doing it. “And in this specific instance, you are still the Concierge, while I am the client, paying the entire tab for this voyage, down to the nickel.”

      He scrunched his face. “Do they still make pennies?” He shrugged. “Don’t worry, Madame Concierge. My team will make sure that your illusion is preserved.”

      Madalena needed a second to chew on what Buford was doing here, and calculate her best possible response. Of course he waited until the last minute to make his inappropriate request — now her team wouldn’t have time to install countermeasures before the ship was full of passengers.

      “You are the client, Mr. Buford. But the Dionysia is my responsibility. If any one of the three guests you’re keeping an eye on discovers that they’re being watched, it will be the ship’s reputation for discretion, and my good name for honoring privacy above all else will be ruined. So I’m afraid —”

      Buford laughed at her. “None of the three guests will whisper a word of what happens to them, whether they know about it or not. Because if they do, then they will lose their inheritance, and not a single one of the parasites attending my birthday party would ever risk that.”

      “I do understand where —”

      “How about I wait outside while you give your boss a ring?” Buford’s smile was ready for the cameras again. “You let me know what he says.”

      Then he left Madalena’s office. Ajax turned to her.

      She nodded, then her head of security followed Buford into the hallway and shut the door behind him.

      Madalena drew a deep breath, stifling her rising tide of anger at having to deal with Buford’s disrespect, flying right over her head. And at this entire trip, already bending too far around the simple covenants that made her such a successful Concierge.

      Two swipes and her phone was video calling Omar. A beat after that and Madalena was looking into his eyes. It was disconcerting to see that they did not appear pleased by the sight of her.

      “Is everything okay?” But of course Omar knew there wasn’t any universe in which she would be calling just before boarding if the voyage was copacetic.

      “Perfect. On schedule. Down to the brown M&Ms. Except for Buford.”

      “Clarence can have whatever he wants.”

      “I understand our mantra, Omar. But Clarence Buford is making requests that violate our credo. He’s asking for his team to bug three of our guest rooms and —”

      “Like I said, Clarence gets whatever —”

      “Should we really even be considering giving a guest this much control?”

      “He’s hardly just a guest. Clarence is one of the richest men in the world, and he’s paying a fair price for the control he’s requesting. So it’s not like we’re ‘giving it’ to him. Albrecht wants this to work, and he’s not about to go back on his word. You do remember what happened to your predecessor when —”

      “I don’t need another reminder, Omar. I need you to hear me right now. We will be responsible for any fallout from Buford’s actions. Our reputation will suffer. When —”

      “I trust you as the Concierge to make sure that none of that will be a problem.” Then Omar hung up the phone.

      Stupid goddam bullshit.

      “Mr. Buford,” Madalena beamed as she opened her office door to greet him. “Your team can meet you at the secure room. Ajax will escort you there right now, unless you would prefer to visit your suite first?”

      “My secret room first, please.” A knowing smile from the billionaire used to always getting his way.

      “Right this way, Mr. Buford.” Ajax gave him an insincere yet friendly nod, then walked down the hall as the billionaire followed him.

      Madalena took out her phone and sent a text to Gabriel.

      Get cybersecurity to the secure room asap. We need eyes on Buford’s team at all times. No blinking with this guy. I want to know everything they do, and I want us able to monitor all activity in their system.

      Gabriel texted back, I’m on it.

      Madalena needed to regain control of this voyage before it floated away from her, or was ripped from her grip.
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      Madalena sat at a small table in a glass-paneled office with her laptop, staring out the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the ship’s majestic two-story Atrium.

      Rich wood paneling, crystal chandeliers and double curved staircases, with a long red carpet running down a marble floor from the seashell shaped elevator to the staging area. The Atrium was the first place guests were funneled after boarding the ship, and every inch of the place was designed to wow the eyeballs out of everyone.

      Madalena loved watching the show. It rarely changed. Guests used to seeing and having it all tried to feign nonchalance as they entered the Atrium, only to get slapped hard on the cheeks by the grandeur.

      Manny entered the Atrium below, fussing with his discreet earpiece, heading toward the double doors to welcome the arriving guests. He loved to schmooze, while she had serious allergies to vacuous activities.

      The Concierge brought her screen to life, then pulled up a webcam of the gangway to watch the guests arriving. Next she opened an app that displayed pictures and information for each of the Dionysia’s guests.

      She took out her phone and swiped to call Manny.

      “What’ya got for me?” he asked.

      She looked at the screen and saw a wholesome looking Midwestern blonde in her mid-20s. Designer sundress, straw hat with flowers, and Jimmy Choo sandals. She had a small floral tattoo on her ankle, and her shiny hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail.

      Walking a few steps behind the woman, Madalena saw a fit 50-something, standing tall in his bespoke cargos, a polo that looked like it had been sewn that morning, and blinding white deck shoes.

      “First up, we have Buford’s youngest granddaughter, Patty,” she told Manny. “Her beauty company, Pristine, brought in $30 million last year. Rumor says that her grandfather is disappointed that Patty is the only one in the family who inherited his business acumen, or any business acumen, really. The man is her father, Arthur. He claims to be a serial entrepreneur, but his father is always bailing him out.”

      “Ms. Buford, can I call you Patty?” Manny managed to smile even wider. “Patty, I can see why Pristine is so successful! You’re just bottling that glow and selling it, aren’t you? I’d call that a shortcut if I hadn’t been hearing about how hard you’re always working!”

      Patty blushed, beaming at Manny.

      Madalena wanted to vomit.

      Arthur bounced on his feet, with What about me? written all over him.

      “And what have you been cooking up lately, Mr. Buford?” Manny looked into Arthur’s eyes like he actually wanted to know.

      Arthur grinned, clearly pleased by the question. “I have a half-dozen ventures, all of them ready for investment.”

      “Oh?” Manny acted like Arthur just told him he would soon be visiting Mars. “You are going to tell me about them, right?”

      Of course he was, but Madalena didn’t have to listen. Instead she turned her attention to the gangway feed to see who was coming up next.

      Buford’s sister, Helen. Elderly and obese, with an unruly mess of frizzled strands for her hair and Queen Elizabeth’s castaways for her wardrobe. Her face sagged, jowls dangling like a bulldog, with blackbird eyes that hadn’t blinked once since the Concierge started watching her. Helen’s hips were wide and her posture stooped as she hobbled out of view, thunking the ground with her cane, just in front of her white leather boots with toes poking out of the bottom, the webcam catching a determined scowl engraved on her ancient face.

      “Buford’s sister Helen is coming. Expect a tough audience with this one.”

      Manny nodded for Madalena, but the first pair of Bufords assumed it was for them as he gestured toward the nearby staircase.

      Patty and Arthur headed in that direction.

      “Is that all you got for me?” Manny whispered, turning toward Helen as she lumbered into the Atrium and he offered his arm like a gentleman. “Ms. Buford!”

      “Ask about her parrot, Lady Margaret, apparently it got sick on too many of the wrong kind of treats, and was unable to make the trip.”

      He did ask, Helen just scowled at Manny while taking his arm, then walking with him toward the elevator.

      Madalena could already smell the problems this old bat would be dragging onboard. She returned her attention to the feed as a quartet walked the gangway together.

      A thirty-something Asian woman who somehow looked corporate in a sleeveless silk blouse and shorts, bright red lips and straight black hair spilling down her back like a waterfall of midnight silk.

      A Nigerian man in his late twenties, wearing slacks, a dress shirt, and a garnet colored blazer. Handsome, with a trim goatee. Leather shoes and hair buzzed to the scalp.

      A white guy, thirty-something with a lean build, wearing an African print T-shirt, aviator sunglasses, medium length shorts, and suede sandals, with a duffle bag carelessly slung over his shoulder.

      And yet another thirty-something Indian — she thought his name was Dinesh — and the most comfortable looking among them, wearing a white short-sleeved collared shirt, jeans, and red special-edition sneakers that probably cost more than Madalena’s entire wardrobe, considering Anton “The Canon” Russell landed a stint in prison for beating his wife shortly after the launch of his one and only shoe.

      Madalena was frantically pulling up files, but the guests were now coming in fast.

      She looked down to see Manny making a courtly gesture as the elevators dinged closed, then hurrying over to intercept the quartet.

      Helen took a bit too long, so Manny was a beat too late, catching the quartet after they had already opened the big double doors themselves, and were already on their way to the staircase.

      “Boss Lady!” Manny hissed.

      “She’s Hana Lee, founder of the Omni Media Conglomerate. Garnet Blazer is Azi Kasimi, baby billionaire. Aviator Joe is Quentin Bester, South Africa’s most well known philanthropist, and Buford’s biggest rival when it comes to making the world a better place. Started in oil but Buford’s been mentoring. Red sneakers is Dinesh Khatri, he owns the biggest telecom and internet provider in India.”

      But the Cruise Director had missed his chance to greet the quartet that was already climbing the stairs. Manny cut his losses and doubled back to the doors, issuing an order to security on his way.

      “I’m gonna need you to start clearing the guests a little slower.”

      Madalena checked the feed again, this time seeing a woman in her late twenties. Smooth pale skin and dark red lips. Both her skirt and shirt were too tight, cutouts dipped in deep, smooth pockets, intentionally provocative considering the clinging skirt, hugging hips and thighs to highlight her Pilates-polished body. The woman was loud. Even without any audio she could easily imagine the clicking of her clunky heels on the marble, amid jingling from the ridiculously expensive jewelry dangling from her body like ornaments on a tree.

      The woman was accompanied by a gawky, slouching fourteen-year old in a Golden State Warriors jersey and jeans who looked embarrassed to exist, arms hanging limp at his sides, hair sticking up like the spire on a building, dirty blond and a bit on the greasy side. Surprising, given the overly coiffed state of his mother.

      “Patty’s cousin, Jacqueline — no, Jackie, Buford’s granddaughter. Married to a guy who made his almost-billions in baby wipes and diapers. Her third husband. But that’s Benjamin walking next to her, the son from her second marriage.”

      “What happened to no kids on the voyage?” Manny asked.

      “Apparently that doesn’t apply to Buford. He’s bringing a whole host of promising teens on the trip for charity?”

      “How is that charity?” Manny looked as skeptical as he sounded.

      “It’s part of his Orphans with Promise program.”

      “Great,” Manny said, “more wacky bullshit that makes this voyage weirdly uncomfortable.”

      But a second later he was taking Jackie’s hand and kissing it like a Casanova. “You look like you’ve prepared all of your life to be here in this moment now.” He shook his head with a whistle, clearly admiring their newest guest from head to toe. “Simply stunning.”

      “Well, thank you!” Jackie visibly blushed while waving Manny away.

      It was impressive and creepy, the way he could simply drift from one personality into the next with a blink, depending on the guest. She had to wonder how people couldn’t tell that he was just sucking up to them.

      “Steph Curry has been killing it this season!” Manny smiled at Benjamin’s jersey, but the kid refused his bait and stared back at him blankly.

      “I think his mommy dressed him,” said the Concierge.

      The corners of Manny’s mouth twitched again.

      “We can have a PS5 brought to your room if you’re interested,” Manny offered Benjamin. “Switch, Xbox, we have it all. Just let us know.”

      He looked at his mom.

      Jackie nodded.

      “Thanks,” Benjamin said.

      Manny grinned at the kid before turning back to Jackie. “I suggest that you check out the White Swan. Biggest wine list of any ship out at sea.”

      Madalena sighed. Manny said shit like that all the time. He had no way of knowing if that was true, but neither did Jackie, and it wasn’t the kind of tidbit he would ever get fact checked on.

      “That sounds perfect.” Jackie was already moving toward the staircase with Benjamin.

      “I look forward to seeing you both around.” Manny held his smile, waiting for the mother and son to drift out of earshot before he whispered, “Who’s next?”

      She drew a deep breath.

      “Remember the Orphans With Promise?”

      Manny groaned as a procession of nine teenagers boarded the ship, every one of them wide-eyed. “Do I need to bother greeting them?”

      “Of course. They get the same full treatment as anyone else. Except any of them that are still underage. They’ll have a few restrictions.”

      Manny greeted the orphans, without withholding any of his smile, then moved onto another round of guests, starting with Buford’s lawyer, Michael Payne.

      Another fifteen after that, then Manny could schmooze without her.

      Maybe now she had a moment to check in with Jorge.
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      Jorge enjoyed watching as passengers boarded from the observation deck, but only because he could take in the sights while admiring Madalena’s efficiency, as the Concierge navigated gracefully between joking around with him and radioing information to Manny.

      This was always his favorite time with her. After the ship and crew were prepared, but before the voyage got started. Before their lives became a full-time show during the sojourn at sea. Before she started interacting with the guests, and the genuine smile Madalena was wearing right now faded into something more professional. Equally dazzling, and every bit as elegant, but without all the lovely little creases at the corner that he would never want for her to see, because in moments like this they felt like a secret known only to him.

      If Madalena were to discover them, she would probably start worrying about her wrinkles. And he wanted to keep the smile on her face as long as possible.

      “So, are you finally going to choose a passenger to dally with?” he teased her.

      Madalena gave him the same answer as always. “Never.”

      “How about I choose someone for you?” Jorge pointed to Dinesh.

      “No, thank you.” She laughed. “I’m allergic to billionaires.”

      “Ah …” He said knowingly. “Perhaps you need a man with more experience.”

      “I’m not looking for anyone,” Madalena insisted.

      And, of course, Jorge ignored her, pointing to another guest walking through the Atrium — a heavyset man in his seventies, approaching an elegant forty-something in a skimpy black dress, proudly displaying a supremely toned body.

      Madalena laughed even louder. “That’s our guest of honor, Mr. Clarence Buford himself. And he’s booked a separate cabin for Sylvia, the woman with him. Apparently he doesn’t like sharing a bed with his wife.”

      “What do you think that’s about?” Jorge asked.

      “I don’t care to speculate. But I’m guessing she snores.”

      Jorge laughed, wishing she would join him. “You’re ten times prettier than that lady. Maybe you could —”

      “Don’t even. The last thing in the world I want is to be the play thing for some billionaire.”

      “Point taken,” Jorge said. “But still, I see my earlier mistake. You’re not looking for someone safe. We need to find you a bad boy — that guy looks perfect.”

      This time Jorge pointed to a Mediterranean-looking man in an expensive tailored suit, smoking a fat cigar and following a short, wiry companion up the gangway. The man looked all wrong for Madalena, and that right there was supposed to be the joke.

      But Madalena wasn’t laughing. Jorge wondered if he’d unintentionally said something to offend her. Or perhaps he’d simply distracted her for too long.

      “Is everything okay?”

      It took several moments for the Concierge to regained her composure.

      “That’s Basil Anastos, and Manny’s already talking to him. I need to go!”

      “I don’t know who that is,” Jorge said.

      “He’s a Greek Businessman with connections to a crime syndicate.” The Captain could hear the sound of her walking fast.

      “You don’t seriously think these guys all traffic in clean money, do you?” Jorge was surprised by her reaction. Of course the Concierge knew what kind of business their clients were in.

      “It’s not that.” Madalena gestured toward the man with annoyance. “There’s just no way Buford invited him on the Dionysia. This is his event, for his birthday party, and Basil Anastos is the closest thing to a nemesis that Clarence Buford has. One of them is a nuclear reactor and the other one is a hurricane.”

      “Which is which?”

      “It doesn’t matter. The point is that we don’t want the two of them together.”

      “Do you want my help getting rid of him?” Jorge asked.

      “Captain Navarro,” came the voice of his Staff Captain. “You are needed on the bridge.”

      Jorge hesitated, unsure of what to do. Most of him wanted to see if Madalena needed help. But the Captain also knew where his responsibilities lay.

      He took out his phone and sent a text to Gabriel: Madalena might need some assistance in the Atrium.

      Then Jorge cursed his decision, knowing it was rotten either way, and headed to the bridge.
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      Madalena hurried toward the Atrium, walking as fast as she could without actually running in her heels, worried that Basil would be gone by the time she arrived.

      She smashed the elevator button, working to compose herself while waiting for the doors to finally ding open, gritting her teeth behind a professional smile as a couple of guests stepped off — two of the wide-eyed orphans.

      They stopped in the doorway to finish their conversation, keeping Madalena in a holding position while the doors stayed suspended on either side of their giddy conversation.

      “I heard the food at La Maison de la Truffe is like a series of orgasms,” said one of the women, long chestnut hair spilling down to the middle of her back, waiting for her companion to laugh before exiting the elevator and finally making room for Madalena to enter.

      She smashed the Close Door button, but they had cursed it somehow, so the doors took an eternity to close. Madalena was sweating, and the Concierge was never supposed to sweat.

      But Basil was a big problem, and the opportunity to put a swift and effective end to the issue was curdling fast. She needed to play both hands, navigating Basil as both the Concierge, and the huntress that fate had forced her to be, forever after the monster that took everything from her.

      The doors closed and the elevator hummed into motion.

      Every problem held an opportunity to gain something. And in this instance, it looked like Madalena might have the chance to snag a lead on the lone mystery she’d been trying to solve ever since her escape from the nightmare that still lived like a parasite inside her, always taking without ever giving back.

      Her window of opportunity to leverage Basil’s presence would be small, and it was already closing. Buford would kick his enemy off of what he saw as his ship for the immediate future. It might have happened already.

      The doors dinged open and Madalena rushed out of the elevator.

      The other man that Manny had been talking to — flustered and jittery with agitation — was Buford’s youngest, Randall. By all accounts the man gambled more in the average day than the majority of Americans made in a year. Randall had probably been insisting that the Cruise Director get rid of Basil.

      And sure enough, Manny was trying to calm him down when she arrived.

      “I asked if you know who I am.” Randall glared at the Cruise Director and waited for his answer.

      “Yes, of course.” Manny stole a quick glance at Madalena, then looked back at Randall with a forced smile. “Like I said, it’s great to meet you, Randall.”

      Basil stood off to the side, grinning like a kid watching a scuffle on the playground. He overdressed for everything, and the petals on the intricately designed rose on his solid gold pin gleamed in the sun. Being alone with Basil couldn’t possibly be fun, but isolating him would be the simplest way to solve both of her problems.

      “Basil Anastos.” Madalena gave him her most winning smile. “Would you mind coming with me for a —”

      “He absolutely does mind!” Randall snapped.

      “I’m sorry?” Madalena turned to Randall, genuinely shocked.

      “He doesn’t need to go with you anywhere.”

      That was hardly a clarification. “I feel like I’m late to the —”

      “Basil is my plus-one,” Randall informed Madalena by cutting her off. “He’s a last minute substitution for my former plus-one, Greg. Unfortunately, Greg liked the idea of spending a few days aboard a chartered yacht enough to charter his own.”

      “Do you know who this man is to your father?” the Concierge asked.

      “I’m choosing to be here,” Randall said, as though his petty defiance had any bearing on the exchange. “And yes, of course I know who Basil Anastos is to my father. Would you like to know who he is to me?”

      No chance for Madalena to let Randall know that she absolutely did not before he answered for himself. “Basil is my friend. We play poker together. And the only person on this ship who can tell my friend where he can or cannot go is my father.”

      Randall sneered at the Concierge, being the rich little shit that he was.

      Madalena glanced at Basil, but spoke to Randall. “I’m afraid I can’t allow Mr. Anastos to board this ship without —”

      “Do whatever you
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