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Mr. Turner is a wealthy tech mogul and host of a popular holovid show about paranormal mysteries. He’s furious when his son elopes with a Hartwell—snobs, every one of them.
Mrs. Hartwell is equally enraged. Her daughter married for love? Absurd. Marriage is business, and outsiders don’t belong.
But when the furious parents meet, something unexpected happens. Instead of dissolving the marriage, they devise a far more profitable—and sinister—plan.

Their gift to the newlyweds? An all-expenses-paid honeymoon cruise through the solar system aboard the Mary Celeste, a luxurious starliner with a cursed name and a secret no passenger should discover.

Love defied their families. Now, it might cost them everything.
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Chapter 1: Forbidden Vows
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“You will have the marriage dissolved immediately!”

Roxanne rolls her eyes. She has had countless arguments with her mother, all ending with her winning. Not this time! “Mother, Johnny and I are in love. It is not as if he is poor. His father owns his own tech company, and has his own holovid show. My husband is starting at the bottom of his father’s company, but will quickly make his way up the ladder, and be a supervisor by the end of the year.”

“They work! Obviously he isn’t good enough for you. I had such high hopes for you, a marriage to one of your nephews, a big wedding with the proper guests, not eloping with a pauper. How embarrassing, I can’t think of a worse way to soil the family name.” She gives her daughter one glimpse of hope. “What type of holovid show? Is he famous? Someone I know?”

There is hope for their marriage with Johnny’s father being a celebrity of sorts, but not much. It is not as if he is a famous actor, or a musician. “He is a paranormal investigator. He and a group of his friends do paranormal investigations, exploring spaceships that were lost and later recovered, and derelict warships waiting to be cut up for salvage. They do a weekly holovid program about their investigations, and present the evidence they collect. Some of it is fascinating—totally unexplainable!”

It is her mother’s turn to roll her eyes, “Oh, they are ghost hunters. I thought maybe, he might be a real celebrity—someone with social status. I’ll have my lawyers draw up the dissolution agreement. Of course, any payment to compensate Jonathan, or his parents, will come from your stipend.”

“You mean buy them off. It will never happen!”

***

MR. TURNER ARGUES, “Young man, I absolutely forbid this marriage! You should have come to your mother, and I before eloping with the girl.”

Johnathan explains, “She has a name, Roxanne Hartwell. We love each other, and want to have children. Not now, soon, when the time is right.”

“Tell me that you didn’t get her pregnant!”

“Of course not.”

“Good, then there is still hope.”

“Father, I am sure you and Mother will love her, when you meet her.”

“Never! She is a Hartwell, snobs, all of them. I am surprised that Mrs.—”

“Madam, she prefers to be addressed as Madam, or Mistress.”

“—Madam Hartwell hasn’t demanded that your marriage to her daughter be dissolved at once.”

“No Father, I won’t do it!”

“You will do as you are told! I’ll have the firm’s lawyers write up a dissolution contract. I trust the Hartwell family will be in agreement to the terms.”

***

A CAR PULLS UP TO AS mansion. The chauffer gets out, walks around it, and opens the passenger door. Mr. Turner gets out of the vehicle, looks at the house, then looks up at Earth before returning his attention to it. The main house is easily ten times the size of his, and that is not counting the east and west wings—servant quarters and guest wing, undoubtedly.

All of Earth, no matter where you are on the ringworld, is seen by looking up. What makes the view different from all other locations on the ring, is its unobstructed view. There are no other buildings nearby, with the surrounding land owned by the Hartwell Foundation, AKA the Hartwell family.

He is having second thoughts about his attire, a charcoal gray suit, white shirt, and red tie—all custom made to fit him. He chose it over his black suit, not wanting to look like a politician. Maybe he should have worn the black suit? Too late now. At least he chose not to wear a rented tuxedo. It would have given him the wrong appearance for this meeting with Madam Hartwell, and presumably Sir Hartwell. He would have looked cheap, like a pauper trying to impress the elite with clothing he couldn’t afford. He can afford it, but how often would he wear it? Maybe once in a lifetime?

“Wait for me here,” he instructs the chauffer.

He checks the inside breast coat pocket to ensure the brochure is there, then straightens his tie. His appearance must be impeccable, to have any chance of his proposition succeeding. He walks up the stone path, polished granite, to the front entrance, presses the buzzer once to announce his presence, and waits, standing stiff, as close as he can to approximate military attention.

A moment later, the door is opened by a butler, wearing a black suit, tie, and shirt that makes his suit look as if it came from a secondhand store. The butler says with a British accent, “You rang?”

“Sure, did Jeeves. Mrs., I mean Madam Hartwell is expecting me.”

“My name is not Jeeves. It is Simpson.”

“Anything you say, Jeeves.”

The butler is clearly upset by the use of the stereotype. Too bad, he looks the part. He maintains his composure, stiff upper lip, and such. He looks Mr. Turner up and down, this time not hiding his profound disdain. “Mistress Hartwell is waiting for you in the library.”

He opens the door wide, allowing me to enter, then quickly closes it behind me. The floor of the foyer is polished white marble, with a custom-made occasional table made of dark wood, and two plush settees. It opens into a common area. Two maids, wearing black housekeeping dresses complete with white aprons, are busy dusting furniture, paintings, vases, and other artwork. It is more show than actual work. Static fields covering all the doors and windows prevent dust from entering the house.

“This way.” The butler leads Mr. Turner through the house, down a long hall to a closed door. He knocks once.

A female voice says, “Enter.”

The butler opens the door, and announces, “Mr. Turner is here to see you.” He motions that I should enter, then closes the door behind him. Library? If anything, it is an executive office, not unlike his corporate office. Mrs. Hartwell is seated behind a desk, waiting patiently for him to make his presentation. She says, “Mr. Turner, the only reason I have agreed to see you is because you are equally displeased by your son eloping with my daughter, as I am with her marrying your son. How do you propose we put an end to this nonsense? You have two minutes.”

“Madam Hartwell, nothing we can say, or do will persuade our children to dissolve the marriage. If anything, it will help to solidify it. What I am proposing, is that we punish them, with a punishment that will haunt them for the rest of their lives, and make us wealthier in the process.”

Mrs. Hartwell taps her fingers on the desk top, listening intently. At the mention of making her wealthier, she stops, and stares Mr. Turner in his eyes. “You intrigue me. You have just bought ten minutes of my time. Use them wisely.”

He reaches into his inner coat pocket, removes the brochure, and sets it on the desk in front of her. She picks it up, briefly scans the cover fold, then sets it down. “A cruise brochure, are we punishing our children, or gifting them a honeymoon cruise?”

“Both. Did you notice the name?”

“Mary Celeste, what of it?”

“There is a long history of ships named Mary Celeste disappearing
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