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      A deadly splash is only the beginning…

      

      Ruth Shores and her team of pastry chefs aboard the Splendor of the Seas are swamped once again, this time to accommodate the cast of a popular telenovela, Darkness into Light.

      

      With a cast and crew meet-and-greet and the scheduled shooting of the show’s much-anticipated season finale, excitement fills the luxury cruise ship. Alongside her starstruck friend, Loretta Moran, and their new addition, John Anderson, Ruth works her culinary magic to ensure their elite passengers have all the mouthwatering desserts they desire.

      

      But the fun quickly comes to an end when Ruth witnesses a passenger go overboard. Soon, Ruth finds herself in the middle of another mystery as scandalous as an episode of the famous show.

      

      Will Ruth help reveal the killer before it’s too late? Or will her inquisitiveness lead her into the murderer’s trap, to meet the same fate as the victim?

      

      Mischief. Zany adventure. And murder. All wrapped up in this fun and light-hearted cozy mystery!

      

      Killer Cast & Deadly Splash is the third book in this nutty, quirky Cruise Ship Cozy Mystery Series. So, get nestled in a comfortable chair, pour your favorite beverage, and get ready for an exciting Bahamas escapade aboard the Splendor of the Seas!
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      Ruth Shores struggled to keep her head up. She took another sip of her coffee as her friend, Loretta Moran, punched a key on the computer, and then another. She was slow, but deliberate. Loretta lifted her head from the keyboard and looked at the screen while grabbing the mouse, clicking on an image. The tiny picture grew in size, taking up the entire fifteen-inch screen.

      “There he is. Rafael Javiera,” Loretta said, leaning back in her chair. “Tall, dark, and handsome himself.”

      Ruth craned her neck to get a better look at the photo her friend had pulled up on the computer screen. They were in the Orca Internet Cafe, where Loretta had been rambling on about a telenovela show called Darkness into Light and how the cast and crew would be aboard the ship for the latest excursion. Her best friend’s excitement couldn’t be contained, and so the best thing Ruth could do for the time being was to humor her, but truthfully, she wasn’t a fan of over-dramatized television. She’d rather read a good G-rated romance novel or mystery.

      “He plays Romeo in the show. Isn’t he gorgeous?” Loretta asked, staring at the screen, her eyes drifting into a dream-like state. Ruth had to admit that the man was a very good-looking guy. The typical soap opera star. An ideal Latin lover with whom these shows liked to tempt their viewers. He had dark eyes and long, black lashes, and one of the brightest smiles she’d ever seen.

      “He’s a little young for you, don’t you think?” Ruth said with a grin.

      Her friend swatted her hand playfully. “That’s not the point.”

      “There’s a point?”

      “Haven’t you been listening? I heard the four biggest stars from the show are going to be on the ship to shoot the season finale on Mermaid’s Cay! Rumor has it, this season is going to have a huge twist.” Loretta cupped her face in excitement. “I just can’t believe it! I’ll be serving Romeo himself!”

      “Isn’t that the dream—to serve the rich and beautiful.”

      “You don’t get it. Anyway, Rafael accepted my request, and we’re now friends.”

      “I don’t think he’s really your friend. That’s probably just one of his employees on his account—he’s got better things to do than sit on a computer.”

      “Ha! Shows what you know,” Loretta said. “He doesn’t use a computer. He uses his cell phone. In fact, he has it with him all the time, and between takes, he checks his accounts. I hate to say this Ruth, but you need to get with the times.”

      Her friend was right. Ruth really didn’t know how all the internet stuff worked, even though her granddaughters, Emma and Sarah, seemed to be on it every waking hour. She’d just assumed that the rich and famous were too busy to keep up with social media every day.

      “Of course,” Loretta continued, combing her fingers through her permed blonde hair, fluffing it a bit. “I know that because he invited me into a group thing. It has behind-the-scenes and interviews where he talks to everyone about his day-to-day. I think it’s exclusive too. You have to be invited.”

      Ruth shook her head.

      “Here, let me show you.” Loretta clicked on a video. On-screen, Romeo was in a big, white room with modern paintings, a grand piano behind him, and a bar. There were several people standing behind him—two men and two women. The men, including Romeo, were wearing tuxedos, and the two women wore beautiful gowns and dangling earrings that glittered in the lights.

      “Romeo here. My friends, we have just won the telenovela Telly Award!” He held up a trophy that looked much like an Emmy, only the gold figurine had pointed wings and was standing on a solid, black marble platform. Everyone in the video began hooting and clinking champagne glasses in celebration. “Can you believe it?” he continued and looked at his friends behind him, making a show of feeling the weight of the trophy. “I can’t believe how heavy it is.”

      One of the men in a tuxedo grabbed the Telly Award from Romeo. “Don’t finger it up.” The man looked at the trophy with a sparkle in his eyes. “This will forever be my pride and joy.” He placed it on a shelf on the wall behind the piano. Everyone in the room applauded.

      Romeo looked back into the camera. “My friends, that is our producer, Jay Juan. Isn’t he fantastic?” He paused a moment, as if waiting for a response, then continued, “We couldn’t have done this without him. He’s a true winner and will be the holder of our award. But he said we can come visit it whenever we want.”

      Someone in the background shouted, “You just can’t touch it!”

      Romeo let out a chuckle. “Okay, my friends, I will now celebrate with my colleagues.” Salsa music started up, and one of the beautiful women called out to him. Romeo looked behind him, putting a finger up to say to give him one minute. He turned back to the camera. “I must go now. Thank you for watching!”

      The video froze.

      “Isn’t that wonderful?” Loretta asked, a smile spread across her light fuchsia-painted lips. “That’s when they won the Telly Award for best telenovela show last year. It’s my favorite video on here. Mostly, he just talks about his day-to-day life. You know, you should really set up an account. I could help you.”

      “No, thank you. One of my granddaughters tried to set me up with that Photobook thing, but I couldn’t figure the darn thing out.”

      Loretta shook her head. “It’s called Friendbook.”

      “Oh, right. Friendbook. Anyway, it’s just too confusing. So much beeping and things popping up and changing color. Even after I closed it, it kept chiming.” Ruth rubbed her head as if she had a headache just thinking about it. “It’s just not for me.”

      Loretta chuckled. “You can’t just close out of it. You have to sign out. And those chimes you hear, they’re called notifications.”

      “Yeah. My granddaughter, Emma, said something like that, but I gave up and told her to get me off of it.”

      Just then, Ruth felt a presence quickly emerge from behind her.

      “There you two are,” came a familiar voice.

      Ruth and Loretta spun around to see the ship’s kitchen manager and their boss, Janice Hassley, standing behind them, her arms crossed and her usually perfect, tight bun disarrayed. She looked frazzled. “Break time’s over.”

      Ruth looked at her watch. “We still have at least ten minutes.”

      Janice shook her head. “We’re having a cupcake crisis in the kitchen.”

      Ruth furrowed her eyebrows. “Crisis?”

      “John mixed the cream cheese frosting in with the marshmallow whip or something.” Janice put the palm of her hand to her forehead. “It’s a complete disaster in there. We need two new batches of frosting, and all of those hundreds of cupcakes need to be decorated. The guests will be boarding in only a couple of hours, and all I have for them are naked cakes.”

      Loretta’s brow furrowed. “How did he mix that up?”

      Janice let out a frustrated breath. “Oh, I don’t know. Just hurry up. I have dinner prep to worry about right now.”
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      Ruth burst through the kitchen doors, Loretta tailing her. John glanced up with his signature deer-in-headlights look. As Janice had said, there were hundreds of cupcakes covering every inch of the kitchen. There wasn’t a bare counter or table in sight. Immediately, John tried to explain, but he was talking so fast it wasn’t coherent enough for Ruth to comprehend.

      Ruth put her hand up and John stopped talking.

      “Slow down, John.” Ruth looked around, assessing the situation. Among the many cupcakes was a small counter space where mixing was done. There were several mixing bowls, three of which were dripping with a white liquid. The other bakers at their own stations were also quiet and seemed to have slowed down, probably to see how this show would play out.

      Turning her gaze back to John, Ruth said, “Loretta and I were only gone for fifteen minutes. All you were supposed to do was make several batches of the marshmallow whip. What happened?”

      “That’s what I was doing,” John said, “but I ran out of the larger bowls for the mixer, so I had to use the smaller ones, and I was transferring the frosting into the larger bowl. I must have dumped the marshmallow whip into the cream cheese.”

      Ruth closed her eyes and rubbed her temple. “Okay, here’s what we are going to do. John, I want you to start a new batch of cream cheese frosting, and I will redo the marshmallow whip.” Ruth turned to Loretta. “You stick to your original duties.”

      “The strawberry shortcake cupcakes?” Loretta asked.

      “Right.”

      Loretta gave a curt nod. “I’m on it.”

      The three of them dispersed, going their separate ways, pulling ingredients and measuring. Ruth had gotten everything she needed for the marshmallow whip and was ready to begin the whipping process, when she decided to check on John.

      Ruth walked over to him as he was pouring milk into the mixing bowl. “Did you double check the ingredients?” she asked.

      “Sure did, boss.”

      Ruth sighed. “I’m not your boss.”

      “I know, but it sounds better than supervisor or mentor.”

      Ruth couldn’t help but smile at his response. The young twenty-two-year-old man might’ve been a mess who created havoc in the kitchen, but he certainly knew how to charm a person. He had a kind soul, and most importantly, he had heart. He was also learning very quickly how to bounce back from a mistake or complete disaster, which was most important for keeping your head above water in the kitchen, especially aboard the Splendor of the Seas and under the management of Janice Hassley.

      “All right, then.” Ruth put up a finger. “Fire up the mixer, John!”

      John smiled, his fine creases framing his blue eyes. He flipped the switch on the mixer, and immediately, Ruth could sense that something wasn’t quite right. But before her brain could fully form what that problem was, a storm of liquid and cream cheese showered them incessantly with a milky goo. It took a while for Ruth’s mind to catch up to what was happening as she was bombarded with more and more of the white goop.

      “Turn it off, John! Turn it off!”

      Frantically, John turned off the mixer, and they both stood dumbfounded and quiet, looking at each other. They were both completely covered in a layer of milk, egg, and heavy cream.

      Finally, Ruth wiped a splatter of cream cheese from just below her eye with a finger. “John, I think you forgot to set the mixer to a lower speed.”

      “Uh, right.”

      Loretta let out a snort before fully committing to a whole-hearted belly laugh. Before Ruth knew it, the rest of the baking staff was doubling over in a fit of laughter.

      Grabbing a towel, Ruth dabbed the rest of the cream cheese mixture off her face. “Laugh it up, everyone.”

      Loretta walked over. “I’m sorry, but you literally have egg on your face.” She put a hand up to her mouth, as if she were trying to stifle another explosive laugh.
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      The rest of the morning and into the afternoon, the baking staff was frantic, decorating cakes and arranging them for presentation for the new wave of passengers. On top of that, there was much excitement surrounding the stars of the popular telenovela show being aboard the ship and shooting the season finale episode on one of the islands. It seemed like all of the staff knew about the show, and there was much chatter about it, but it didn’t seem to slow them down.

      Ruth had to pull a couple of the bakers from their stations to help with the cupcakes. She was all too aware that it had been the second time she’d left John alone during pre-boarding prep, and it was the second time he had caused calamity in the kitchen. Ruth had to make sure it was the last, deciding not to leave John alone next time.

      In the banquet hall, Ruth stood next to Loretta as they watched the passengers gather into the large room, chatting and eating or retrieving food from the massive yet beautiful dessert display that Ruth and her staff had worked on tirelessly that day. From the corner of her eye, Ruth saw Janice shaking the hands of various people and talking. She was smiling, and Ruth let out a sigh of relief. They had pulled it off, again.

      “Another crisis adverted,” Loretta said. “Sometimes, I don’t know how we do it.”

      “Me neither.”

      “Oh, no. Here comes Janice.” Loretta straightened herself and smoothed out the front of her uniform.

      “Ruth,” Janice said, quickly approaching. “Mrs. Wenchester is on board again. You know what that means.”

      Ruth let out a light groan. Mrs. Wenchester was a rich, grouchy old woman who was a regular passenger on the ship. She was basically a hermit with her five-pound Yorkshire terrier, Isabella. They rarely came out of their suite, which would be fine by Ruth and the rest of the staff, only that she had to have her food—and just about everything else—delivered to her. Though, she couldn’t blame Mrs. Wenchester for never wanting to leave her suite. It was enormous and beautiful. But the woman was also unbearable to be around, even if it was only for a few minutes.

      “I need someone to deliver Mrs. Wenchester’s evening snack,” Janice said.

      “She still wants a slice of Boston Cream pie?” Ruth asked.

      “No, this time she wants a fresh eclair every night at exactly 9 p.m. I know it’s after your shift, but I don’t have anyone else that can do it tonight. Can you do that for me? Just this one time, I promise.”

      Ruth nodded. What choice did she have? “Of course, Janice.”

      Janice flashed her a big smile. “Great!” She turned on her heels and began to walk away, but then she turned and called out, “Oh, and don’t be late. You know how she gets if you’re late.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got it,” Ruth said as Janice disappeared in the crowd.

      Loretta looked at Ruth. “Better you than me.”

      Before Ruth could respond, there was a hand on her shoulder. The heavy scent of white musk and Aqua Net hairspray dominated her nostrils. “Hey, you two.” It was Wanda, one of the women from “the gang” that Loretta liked to spend time with on the ship, playing the slot machines in the casino and drinking martinis. Wanda was short like Ruth, but a little rounder in the mid-section. Her poofy red hair looked much darker in the dimly lit banquet room, which made her round face seem paler than usual. That, or it was her extra-dark maroon lipstick she’d been experimenting with lately, in a failed attempt to make her thin lips look fuller. “Did you know that the stars from Darkness into Light are aboard?”

      Loretta gasped, turning around. “I know! Everyone is talking about it.”

      “Ruth, aren’t you excited?” Wanda asked.

      “She doesn’t watch it,” Loretta chimed in.

      It was Wanda’s turn to gasp. “No! You haven’t seen the show?”

      Ruth shook her head. “I just never got into the soap opera thing.”

      Wanda arched an eyebrow. “Never got into the soap opera thing?” She turned to Loretta. “You hear this?”

      Loretta shrugged.

      “So, you haven’t seen the show?” Wanda continued. “Now I’ve heard it all. That should be a crime.”

      “I tried telling her that,” Loretta said.

      Ruth didn’t doubt that Loretta probably had. But regardless, Loretta and Wanda were very much alike. The only difference Ruth could discern was that Loretta was taller and that Wanda preferred bolder colors while Loretta loved pastels. It showed in how they dressed and in their choice of makeup. But besides that, they had a lot of the same interests, including swimming. They both actively practiced every day as part of a synchronized swim team.

      “Anyway,” Wanda continued, “the cast will be in the atrium at six tonight for a meet-and-greet and to sign autographs.” She pulled at the leather strap of the enormous bag that matched her floral top and began digging. Finally, she pulled out a folder filled with black-and-white headshots. “I made copies of all the cast members that will be on the ship for us to have them sign.”

      Loretta beamed from ear to ear. “Now you’re thinking. Wanda, you’re a life saver!”

      She handed some to Ruth as well. “I made copies for everyone, including you, Ruth. I have faith you’ll watch the show eventually, and you’ll be kicking yourself for not getting an autograph. And I wouldn’t be a very good friend if I allowed that to happen.”

      Ruth flipped through the headshots. There were four pictures—two women and two men—and they were all gorgeous. Each the true epitome of a movie star. “I don’t know. I just found out I have to make a delivery to Mrs. Wenchester at nine tonight.”

      Wanda tilted her head. “That old bat still eating Boston Creme Pies every night?”

      “Actually, she made the switch to eclairs,” Loretta said.

      “Eclairs?” Wanda’s eyes grew. “What does any of this have to do with the meet-and-greet anyway? Are you worried about time? You’ll have plenty of time.”

      Loretta pointed her thumb at Wanda. “She’s right, Ruth.”

      “And Betty will be there,” Wanda offered.

      Betty was the librarian aboard the ship who was also part of the gang. Although she didn’t drink and party as much as the other women, she often went along with their many adventures. In fact, out of all the women in the gang, Ruth had the most in common with Betty. Betty was a retired English teacher and an avid reader. She read anything she could get her hands on, from books to magazines, newspapers, even the back of shampoo bottles. That’s why Ruth found it hard to believe she’d be interested in a soap opera show. “She watches Darkness into Light?”

      “Huge fan,” Wanda said.

      Ruth considered it a moment longer. “Okay. I’ll be there.”

      “Good. Then it’s a date.” Wanda straightened out the papers in the folder, her freshly painted boysenberry fingernails catching the reflection of the yellow lights emanating from the chandeliers above. She slid it back into her over-sized leather duffel bag she called a purse and looked at Loretta. “I have to get back to the salon; it’s crazy over there. But I’ll see you in the atrium tonight—six o’clock sharp.” Then she turned to Ruth. “Don’t let me down, Ruth.”

      Turning on her heels, Wanda waddled away toward the door, but not before grabbing a strawberry shortcake cupcake on her way out.
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