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A Cruise to Die For
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Lawyers on a cruise ship are being murdered and it's not a punchline. There's not just the killer to worry about, there's also an assassin, a code of silence, and several people who are not who or what they claim to be. 

A story of betrayal, threats, double-crosses, and conspiracy. 

And that’s just how the lawyers interact with their colleagues.

It’s also a story of murder, theft, terrible puns, and one rather conspicuous thermos.

By Mike Bowerbank
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Thursday, September 4, 9:27pm: Vancouver, BC
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Charles Lautzen was about to die. 

He wasn’t aware of this yet, though he probably should have been. There had been threats made and two of his fellow partners at the firm had already died this week.

But those were only accidents, weren’t they?

A number of rather graphic threats had been received by the firm, some of which were directed at him but he dismissed them outright. Anything worth having required aggressive moves and being aggressive tended to upset small-minded people. Threats, however graphic and anatomically inaccurate they may be, were all just part of the game. If there was one thing Charles Lautzen didn’t care about, it was people who issued threats. Or just people in general.

Money, on the other hand... now that was worth getting excited about. He was a deal-maker and he was anticipating a significant windfall from the most recent venture he’d put in motion. He figured it would be the easiest money he’d ever made. All he’d needed to do was apply the right amount pressure to the right people in the right places and then just sit back and let fear and greed do the rest. 

In his mind, there was nothing like a large pile of money to silence the small, sadly neglected part of his brain which occasionally wondered about trivial things such as ethics. He was thus easily able to push aside any consideration of that group of small-thinking colleagues who opposed the deal. 

‘Think big, live bigger.’ 

‘Bold actions yield the best dividends.’ 

Those were his mottos. 

‘Know when to quit’ and ‘don’t overdo it’, however, were not. 

Charles, who would insist on being called ‘Chuck’ by his friends if he had any, believed the threats and warnings were ultimately the sort of silliness that wasn’t worth his valuable time. When you bill your clients at more than five-hundred dollars per hour, you don’t care about threats. Even his own clients threatened him from time to time, though this was most often when his billings arrived in their mail.

He couldn’t wait to begin his late-evening routine of fast driving and hard partying. He got into his Porsche 911, started up the car, and revved the engine, hoping the distinct noise would both impress and annoy anyone within earshot. 

He exited the parking garage of the office building and turned onto the street. Once he had gotten up some speed, he screeched over to the long, curving on-ramp which led to the bridge. As had become his nightly custom, he put the car into top gear and he accelerated rapidly along the on-ramp, always looking to beat his speed record across the bridge into the city. Charles loved the adrenaline rush of fast cars and to him there was no such thing as ‘too fast’. 

‘Chuck’ had developed a feel for his vehicle so he was aware of a correlation between his increasing speed and his having to fight the steering wheel for control. He came to the conclusion that something was not quite right with his car and it would likely need a wheel alignment done. That meant making an appointment with the over-priced mechanic at the dealership later this week. No matter.

They’d just better have my car fixed before the cruise this weekend, he thought. I’m not about to miss a party like that. 

He was about to miss a party like that, of course, because he had less than a minute left to live.

Charles was now heading into the ramp’s final curve before it merged onto the bridge and by then his car was shuddering. He couldn’t maintain control so he stepped hard on the brake. As he did so, he heard a loud thunk noise and his brakes became unresponsive. His car went into an uncontrolled spin, crashed through the flimsy guard rail, and then soared out into the open air. The exhilaration of being airborne was to be short-lived. 

And so, as it happens, was Charles.

As his car began the final few seconds of its nosedive towards the jagged rocks below, Charles was startled to discover his first thought was that this incident would likely have a negative impact on his vehicle’s resale value. The thought he had immediately after that was: I’m going to die.

The car hit the rocks and both of Chuck’s predictions came true simultaneously.

He was the third lawyer to have died that week. 

He would not, however, be the last... 
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Friday, 8:22am: Seattle, WA
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“Listen, I have a plane to catch so we really need to wrap up this meeting,” Malcolm Mercer said, pinching the bridge of his nose, “and even after twenty minutes I still have absolutely no idea what it is you want us to do.”

The client, Mrs. Belanger, was sitting across the desk from him in one of the small meeting rooms he and his wife Mary rented at the business centre on those occasions when they needed to meet prospective clients. Belanger was an older woman, though she would have bristled at being described as such. Because of carefully-applied layers of makeup, top-quality hair dye, and fashionable clothes, she was of the mistaken belief she could pass for a woman in her mid-thirties. She did have Malcolm fooled, though, as he believed she was at least eighty when she was, in fact, sixty-eight.

“It’s perfectly simple,” the woman huffed. “You people deal with the unusual, so find Walter, talk to him, and ask him who murdered him.”

“He’s dead, ma’am.”

“I have it on good authority such things haven’t stopped you people before.”

“Okay, let’s start by reviewing what you’ve told me so far, shall we?” Malcolm sat back in his chair and sighed. “Your husband was sick with cancer and two days before he died, a mysterious visitor came by his hospital bedside and was with him for over an hour. Your husband’s doctors informed you two days later that he’d killed himself but you believe it was foul play.” 

“It’s perfectly obvious to anyone with half a brain he was murdered,” Belanger sniffed and looked down her nose at Malcolm. “All I’m asking you to do is talk to Walter directly so he can tell you that himself.”

It was at this particular moment that Malcolm came to the conclusion that having an option on their website allowing members of the general public to book their own appointments was a well-intentioned yet ultimately terrible idea. It was much too early in the morning for this sort of nonsense.

“We’re investigators, lady, not fortune tellers,” Malcolm made sure she saw that he was looking at the clock on the wall. “When we take a case, we put together logical and methodical theories based on what evidence we’re able to collect. We then systematically narrow it all down to the most likely options, test out the theories, and then come to a sensible conclusion. We don’t just put on a silly hat and hold a séance.”

“It’s outrageous you’re trying to make this so complicated,” Belanger emitted a loud, exaggerated sighing noise. “Just ask him who forced those dreadful pills down his throat.”

“We can’t talk to the dead,” Malcolm exhaled, trying hard to remain patient. He’d wished that he’d had more coffee as his headache was worsening. “Even if we could, I’m not sure a statement sworn postmortem would be admissible in court. Any witness statement we enter into evidence is subject to potential cross-examination by opposing counsel. The merits of your case may be negatively impacted if the person being cross-examined needs to be contained in an urn. So if you don’t mind, Mrs. Belanger, we...”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“That dreadful accent of yours,” she tut-tutted. “I simply loathe the appalling way you are pronouncing my name. It is pronounced ‘bay-lon-jay’, not ‘bell-anger’.”

“You’re lucky I don’t pronounce it ‘pain in the ass’ for the sake of accuracy,” Malcolm no longer made the effort to hide his annoyance, as the pounding in his head continued unabated. “Did you review our fee schedule?”

“Yes, and it is as outrageous as it is unacceptable,” Belanger snapped. “I’m requesting a simple task and I won’t go above five hundred. I don’t just hand out money willy-nilly, you know. Walter worked hard for everything he had.”

“Yeah, even his ashes were urned.”

“I’ll pay you five hundred, as long as it includes all fees and taxes. Any simpleton could do it for that amount.”

“Then get any simpleton to do it for five-hundred,” Malcolm stood up and put on his jacket. “Our fees are not negotiable, which is lucky for you because I’d triple the price just to get rid of you.”

“I expected better service than this.”

“And I expected that you’d have left before now, but alas, it seems we’re both leaving here disappointed.”

“This is completely outrageous.”

“Yes, it certainly is,” he walked to the door and held it open, making a sweeping gesture with his free hand to indicate she should be heading in that general direction. “Look, I have a flight to catch and I have to hurry, so either hire us or don’t hire us. I don’t care which one you choose but make the choice.”
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Friday, 11:13am: Vancouver, BC
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Malcolm opened his suitcase and began piling his clothes on the bed while continuing to brief his wife, Mary Bristol, on his conversation with Mrs. Belanger. “So then, in the taxi on my way to the airport, I did some preliminary work on her case and put together a mission brief.”

“Wait a minute, back up for a minute,” Mary said. “I thought you said Mrs. Belanger stormed out of the room muttering we were outrageously expensive.”

“Yeah, but I guarantee you she’ll hire us anyway,” Malcolm opened the bottom drawer of the dresser and tossed his clothes from the bed into it. “The stakes are too high for her and we’re the only chance she has. I can’t think of any other legitimate contractors who could take the case, bearing in mind she wants them to take a sworn statement from the cremated ashes of her dead spouse that can be entered as evidence.”

“From what you’ve told me, it’s in Mrs. Belanger’s financial interest to prove murder,” Mary glared at the haphazard way Malcolm had dumped his clothes into the drawer and decided not to say anything about it. “His insurance policy didn’t cover self-administered suicide so she’s at risk of missing out on a hefty insurance pay out.”

“That’s why she’s going to hire us,” Malcolm noticed the look on Mary’s face so he tried to make the piles of clothes in the drawer a bit neater. “She wants us to try to find some solid evidence of foul play so she can send it in to the insurance company to support the appeal she launched. Her husband Walter had stage four cancer and there is no stage five. I can understand why he may have viewed suicide as being preferable to a slow and painful death.”

“Doctor-assisted suicide is legal here in those types of terminal cases,” she looked at the contents of the drawer and then flashed him a glance which indicated he’d only made the mess worse. “What’s strange to me is that his contract would have covered a doctor-assisted ending due to a clause in his policy stating it covered death while undergoing any lawful medical procedure performed by a licensed practitioner. The insurance company was closing that loophole but Walter died before they could do so.”

“Right, so then why would he commit suicide illegally and bequeath nothing to his estate when he could have done it legally through a doctor and gotten a sizable pay out?”

“Good question,” Mary nodded. “So, are you sure we should take the case before hearing back from her?”

“I’m sure of it,” Malcolm said as he pulled his clothes out of the drawer and refolded them and began to put them back into the drawer in a more organized fashion. “However, we had to drop everything and fly north so I’ve already contracted it out to Sammy Mendoza.”

“He’s one of the better detectives we’ve worked with,” Mary admitted while giving an approving nod to his decision to fix his clothes. “How much will that set us back?”

“He said he can have the case wrapped up in a day or two,” Malcolm closed the drawer quickly in case anything else got noticed. “It will be three hundred plus expenses, so add on another couple hundred. It turns out Mrs. Bell-Anger was right. Her job really could have been done by someone else for five-hundred and I’m really amused by that.”

“Did it occur to you that you should have first discussed this with me before contracting it out?”

“The case is a big nothing and I didn’t want to waste your time with such a pain-in-the-ass client,” Malcolm said, hoping not to be stepping on any verbal land mines which might get The Look to make a dreaded return. “Besides, I didn’t think you’d mind.”

“I wouldn’t have minded at all if you were in the habit of letting me know what you’re wanting to do before going ahead and doing it.”

“So,” Malcolm clapped his hands together and rubbed them. “What do we know about this new client your parents want us to meet?”

“Don’t think I didn’t notice you changing the subject,” Mary glared at him briefly but then paused and relented. “At the moment, though, I don’t have anything else to add. I don’t know anything at all about the new client, to be honest.”

“Do you at least know if the client is your mom’s friend, former colleague, or some other family member?”

“I have no idea whatsoever,” Mary shook her head. “All Mom told me was she had a new client for us, that we had to drop everything and see her immediately, and that our job would be to protect someone named Mrs. Harrington. Aside from that, I know nothing and my normally-chatty mother is suddenly tight-lipped and saying she would only discuss it with us further in person. She said she’ll tell us everything when we go downstairs.”

“As long as it gives us a break from our usual cases which have all that supernatural crap and other inexplicable nonsense in them, I’ll be thrilled.”

“But that’s what we do. It’s our niche.”

“Then I should have paid more attention on ‘Career Day’ at school,” Malcolm muttered. He paused from tending to his suitcase and looked around Mary’s childhood bedroom. “I never understood why you hated growing up in this room as a kid. It’s a nice room.”

“Yes I know, but I thought of it as a prison cell at the time,” Mary admitted with a sheepish grin. “I was a troubled young woman. The years have sure added some perspective.”

Malcolm pulled his well-worn brown leather jacket out of the suitcase and hung it up in the closet.

“Wait, you brought that old tattered thing?” Mary stared at the jacket. “You don’t need it now since you have the new one I bought you.”

“The new jacket’s great and you know I’ve been wearing it. I brought the leather one along just in case.”

“You brought two jackets ‘just in case’ yet you only packed three pairs of socks and underwear?”

“I knew we’d be with your mom,” Malcolm said. “The first thing she asked me when we got here was if I had any laundry she could do. I’m forty-one but she always talks to me like I’m five.”

“Trust me, she wasn’t this willing to do laundry when I was five,” a wave of memories involving heated arguments came rushing back into the forefront of Mary’s mind. “She became a completely different person somewhere in the thirty-three years since then. Are you ready to head downstairs to find out about the job?”

“Sure, but where’s Alyssa?”

“As soon as Mom and Dad saw her, I haven’t been able to get her back from them,” Mary chuckled. “Alyssa is certainly not complaining about all the extra attention she’s getting.”

“By the way, I only needed the bottom drawer of the dresser,” Malcolm pointed. “You can have the other three.”

“No, it’s fine, I only needed two. I’m always happy to share with you.”

“What we do isn’t sharing,” Malcolm looked up at her. “You know that, right?”

“Not true. We share almost everything.”

“No, we only share things in theory,” he said. “Three-quarters of the bed is yours, along with eighty percent of the space in the bathroom.”

“I never said it was an equal share, but it still counts. It’s based on need. You get a hundred percent of the space in the gun cabinet, for example.”

“And when we eat out?” Malcolm continued. “You order so little and end up eating half of mine.”

“You often order things that look so good and I want to try them. Besides,” Mary winked, “calories don’t count if you eat off of someone else’s plate.”

“I’m not sure it works that way.”

“It does when you’re a woman.”

“Speaking of food, did you see the dining room table downstairs?” Malcolm said as he exited the bedroom with Mary behind him. “Your mom said she would put out a light lunch but there’s enough food out there to feed the entire US Marine Corps.”

“You do remember my mom’s Latina and my dad’s Italian, right? It shouldn’t still be surprising to you that there’s always a lot of food around. Let’s go.”

––––––––
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“You always look so gloomy when you come here, Malcolm,” Irena Bellantoni – Mary’s mother – said pinching the cheeks of his face. “Don’t you like Vancouver?”

“Nah, the city’s fine, Mrs. Bellantoni,” Malcolm hugged her. “Aside from your husband, though, nobody in this town knows how to make a half-decent pastrami on rye.”

“I see you have your priorities straight,” Mary said.

“Before you go home, Malcolm dear, I’ll take you to a deli that will change your mind,” Mary’s mom flashed a broad smile.

“Sounds good Mrs. B. I’ll hold you to that.”

“I’d like to hear about the new client you have for us, Mom,” Mary said, sitting down in one of the wooden dining room chairs. “Especially the part about why it was so ‘drop everything and get up here’ urgent.”

“Of course, Maria,” her mother sat in the chair beside Mary. “But first, Malcolm, dear...”

“Yeah?”

“Can you go and find Leo? My husband is never here when I need him. I think he’s with Alyssa in the greenhouse out back.”

“Alright,” Malcolm left the room and headed outside.

“Maria,” Irena said in an urgent whisper. “I need you to speak to your sister.”

“Amy hates me, Mom, and you know that,” Mary’s tone was blunt. “We haven’t spoken a single word to one another in two decades. I sent a couple of cards and a few emails when I first left home, but after the first year of being ignored, I got smart and gave up.”

“It’s very important you try again.”

“Mom, this morning you said you had a new client for me but instead I’m starting to suspect you just lured me here to try to get me to patch things up with Amy,” Mary folded her arms. “I was supposed to go to Baneridge to help review patient files at Miralinda Hospital and instead I ended up hastily rearranging several weeks’ worth of projects in order to come up here and meet with you. I don’t appreciate the deception so I’m suitably annoyed right now.”

“Maria, if I had asked you to come up to talk about your sister, would you have done so?”

“No, I would have flatly refused,” Mary said, unfolding her arms and now drumming her fingers on the table. “Partly due to the sheer futility of such a request and partly because I’m busy with things that are actually possible for me to accomplish.”

“So you understand I did what I had to do in order to get you here without telling any lies.”

“Mom, you did lie. You said you had a new client for me.”

“But I do have a new client for you and her name is Sarah,” her mother patted Mary’s hand. “Oh, and just so you know, your father and I will be the ones who will be taking care of your fees and expenses on Sarah’s behalf.”

“Who’s Sarah?”

“I’ll get to that, Maria,” her mother soothed, “but first I need you to know there’s a corporate law firm downtown where lawyers are dying off. Three have died in three days and they’re worried more will follow.”

“Is it the firm where you and dad used to work?”

“No, it’s McKenzie Ferguson, not our old firm.”

“Okay, so what does this have to do with Malcolm and me?”

“It’s the firm where your sister works as a legal secretary.”

“So far, we have a Sarah, a Mrs. Harrington, my sister Amy, and the law firm where Amy works which is losing lawyers, yet nothing which links those items together. You’re speaking in riddles, Mom, so I’d appreciate it if you started giving me simple, straight-forward answers. Let’s start with this Mrs. Harrington we’re supposed to protect. Who is she? A friend of yours?”

“No, Maria,” her mother took in a deep breath before she continued. “Mrs. Harrington is your sister.”

“Unless you’re keeping a big secret from me, Amy is the only sister I have and her last name is Colvin.”

“Not since she remarried,” her mother said.

“Remarried?” Mary’s mouth was agape for a few seconds. “You mean she’s not with Brett anymore?”

“No, their divorce was finalized nearly ten years ago.”

“Ten...?” Mary’s mouth opened and closed a few times before she was able to continue. “Why am I only finding out about this now?”

“I couldn’t tell you because Amy doesn’t want you knowing anything about her life,” Mrs. Bellantoni began to fidget in the chair. “She hasn’t come around to accepting you and Malcolm yet. She was furious when she found out you were alive. Oh, that came out wrong but you know what I mean.”

“Not really, but it doesn’t matter. She and I haven’t been close for nearly thirty years so the silence of the past twenty has been for the best. I don’t see any of that changing now. She’s really got the hate on for me and she’s too stubborn to change how she feels.”

“She’s your family Maria,” her mother pleaded. “You should try harder to connect with more people.”

“I’m an introvert, Mom,” Mary gave her mother a look of disbelief. “Nothing makes me happier than canceled social plans so I can stay home and not connect with people. So who is Sarah?”

“Sarah is Amy’s second child. She’s our granddaughter and your niece.”

“How many kids does Amy have?”

“Three,” Irena said. “You saw Ryan when he was born, but she’s since had Sarah and Crystal.”

“What would one of her kids need my help with?”

“Sarah’s eighteen, Maria, so she’s a young woman now,” her mother beamed. “She wants your help because she believes her mother is in danger. Your father and I believe the same.”

“Then Sarah will have to hire someone else to help,” Mary folded her arms again. “Amy hates me with a passion so she’ll never accept my assistance. We’ve been estranged for so long now the chasm between us is probably too wide to be bridged.”

“But once your father and I are gone, Amy will be the only family you have left.”

Yes, once you’re both gone, I’ll have nobody left except Amy... and Malcolm, Amy’s new husband, my daughter Alyssa, my nieces Sarah and Crystal, my nephew Ryan, and several dozen aunts, uncles, and cousins in both Argentina and Italy. How will I ever cope without any family?”

“Sarcasm causes wrinkles, dear,” her mother frowned. “Don’t use it.”
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Friday, 11:38am: 
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Mary was kneeling on the bedroom floor and sliding her emptied suitcase under the bed when she heard someone knocking on the doorframe. She looked up and saw a young woman standing in the open doorway. She was around Mary’s height, five-feet four inches, and had an athletic build. The woman had sandy-blonde hair tied back in a ponytail and wore a burgundy-coloured blouse with blue jeans.

“Hey,” the woman said. “So, you’re my long-lost Aunt Mary.”

“Oh, hi, you must be Sarah,” Mary stood up and walked over to her. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Same.”

“So, um,” Mary said, “how’s high school?”

“I just started college this week.”

“Then how’s college?”

“I don’t know yet because I literally just started this week,” Sarah smirked. “You’re really bad at making small talk, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I really am,” Mary wrung her hands as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “And this conversation somehow got even more awkward than it already was.”

“Nah, forget it,” Sarah said. “Small talk is just a superficial waste of time anyway, so I’ll get right down to business. Mom is in danger and Grandma said you can help her. Is that true or not?”

“I’d love to help any way I can, but your mother won’t approve of me being involved in anything you have in mind.”

“Then it sucks to be her because she’s going to have to deal with it,” Sarah smirked. “Besides I’m eighteen, so let’s face it: knowing she won’t approve only makes this more appealing.”

“How exactly do you think I can help her?” Mary asked. “What kind of danger is she in and what role would I play in preventing it?”

“People at the firm she works at are getting killed, right?”

“Yes, I’ve heard.”

“Okay, and you know the cruise those lawyers and their biggest client are going on?”

“No, I wasn’t told anything about that,” Mary shook her head. “What cruise are you referring to?”

“Okay, so like the partners and administrators do a big, fancy retreat every four years and they take their biggest client, FIRST, with them.” 

“FIRST?”

“Yeah, it stands for Fully Integrated Robotics and Software Technology,” Sarah leaned against the doorframe. “Anyway, four years ago, it was an extended weekend in Vegas and this time it’s a cruise up north to Prince Rupert. They spend half the time plotting strategy and setting goals for the next few years and the other half partying their drunken asses off while schmoozing with the major players at FIRST.”

“Ah, so it’s a booze cruise?”

“Sort of, yeah,” Sarah nodded. “Anyway, Mom’s going to be on that ship so I want you on it too so you can keep her safe in case more bad stuff happens.”

“I thought you said it was just for the firm’s partners, clients, and administrators.”

“It is, but during the sober moments, they need someone to take meeting minutes and help coordinate stuff,” Sarah waved her hand in a dismissive fashion. “Besides, Mom assists that Stacy chick who was made, like, head of her practice group after the other guy decided to take his car for a short flying lesson off a bridge. Because Stacy’s now the boss chick of the group, they chose Mom – her assistant – to be the one to help out. She tries to hide it, but I know Mom’s completely freaking out about going on the cruise.”

“Of all the people to pick to protect your mom, I’m the person she would be least likely to accept help from,” Mary sighed. “I’m sure she’d rather be guarded by ravenous cannibals who were salivating and brandishing cutlery than by me. So... why?”

“Grandma told me you’re this amazing kick-ass karate chick and that Uncle Malcolm is like some kind of badass gunslinger dude. That sounds like awesome protection to me.”

“I somehow doubt your grandmother used the term ‘kick-ass karate chick’ to describe me.”

“Look, Mom and I fight all the time and she is a constant pain in my ass, but at the same time I care a lot about her. Especially since dad left.”

“Why did your father leave, if it’s not too personal to ask?”

“He hooked up with some sleaze he met in an online hook-up room and then ran off to Halifax to be with her.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” Mary said. “Is he in touch with any of you?”

“Oh yeah, he’s in touch with me, Ryan, and Crystal, but not Mom.”

“Does he at least send money to help out?”

“Since Mom remarried, money’s not an issue,” Sarah said. “Even so, he’s paying for my tuition and Ryan’s too. When Crystal graduates, he’s promised to fund her post-secondary as well.”

“That’s something, I suppose.”

“Yes, it’s something but even though we’re old enough to mostly take care of ourselves now, raising the three of us on her own for those years was really stressful for Mom. She’s having all kinds of problems keeping it together these days, even with my step-dad helping. My ex-dad shouldn’t have left all the stress to her. I mean, go get marriage counselling or whatever, but don’t leave us alone like that, right? Anyway, I want you to make sure nothing bad happens to Mom. We’ve already lost one parent, so we don’t want to lose her as well.”

“How does your step-dad treat you all?”

“He’s pretty awesome but he’s only been in the picture for like five years,” Sarah said. “Because of him, things are way better financially. He makes an effort with us when he’s not working on deals – and he works a lot – but he’s still way out of his depth on a lot of things.”

“At least he’s trying.”

“I know,” Sarah nodded. “He’s pretty cool. Mom once told him you and Uncle Malcolm were big-time criminal scumbags but he doesn’t seem concerned about any of that. He said if anything, that was a plus. Besides, he’s so worried about Mom he’ll accept help from anyone in the family who is willing to offer it.”

“I’m still worried about how your mom is going to react when she finds out I’m involved in this.”

“Grandma, Grandpa, and I are going to put some serious pressure on her, and I know my step-dad will as well. Whether she wants you on board or not, you’ll both be on that ship.”

“Gee, what could possibly go wrong?”

“You roll your eyes just like Mom does,” Sarah’s wry grin broke into a full smile. “You’re definitely her sister. Aunt Mary, we’ve only known each other for like, ten seconds, but I need you to do this. I grew up not having you in my life and I’m not afraid of using guilt if I have to.”

“Wielding guilt as a weapon, just like your grandmother does,” Mary chuckled. “I’m not the only one who is definitely related.”

“So will you help me or do I have to talk about how my childhood left me permanently scarred and traumatized because my aunt wasn’t there for me?”

“Of course I’ll help you, Sarah. How could I say no to my scarred and traumatized niece?”

“Cool. I’ll go tell Grandma.”

Sarah turned on her heels and headed down the hall toward the stairs. She passed Malcolm on her way.

“Hey,” Sarah nodded to him.

“Hey,” Malcolm nodded back and then entered Mary’s room.

“Who was that?” Malcolm said, gesturing with his thumb toward the hallway.

‘Our client, Sarah.”

“That’s our client?” Malcolm’s eyes bugged out. “She’s just a kid.”

“She’s our client regardless.”

“Whatever,” He shook his head. “As long as somebody pays our bill, I’m not going to complain.”

“Um, about that,” Mary said. “This isn’t an official mission from ARIES. If we take this job without approval then we’re freelancing and we’re not allowed to do that. Director Waterman will have a fit if she finds out, and she always finds out.”

“Then let’s get her approval.”

“We can’t do that either. We’re not allowed to do jobs for family members because it’s a clear conflict of interest.”

“Then let’s not call it a job,” Malcolm shrugged. “Think of it as just doing a favour for your parents and your niece.”

“It would be a paid favour, and that’s what freelancing is by definition. It’s strictly forbidden in our employment contract.”

“Then we don’t accept any payment from them at all,” Malcolm leaned against the wall. “We just do a good deed by helping your niece and not charging your parents for it. Doing them this favour is no different than if we were helping out with chores around the house, as any good house guest would.”

“And you’d be okay with that?”

“Your parents do a lot for us,” Malcolm said. “Sure, I’m totally okay with it.”

“Then that’s sorted out. But working with my sister after twenty years... I don’t know if I can handle that.”

“What’s the big deal?”

“When we were kids, my older sister could do no wrong. Everything came so easily for her and she didn’t pursue any of her talents.”

“This isn’t about you and Amy.”

“She could play instruments, she was a competitive swimmer...”

“Okay, apparently this is about you and Amy.”

“Then, just as she got good at a lot of things, she just quit them all. I was interested in everything but had the talent for nothing.”

“You have many talents,” the volume of Malcolm’s sigh was in direct proportion to the high level of exasperation he was feeling at that moment. “Should I list them or do you feel the need to delay us further with your self-pity?”

“I just want you to understand where my insecurities come from.”

“I already know where they come from,” Malcolm said. “They come from inside your head and nowhere else. Amy doesn’t do this to you, you do it to yourself.”

“By the time you and I started dating, she’d already been married and popped out my nephew Ryan.”

“So what?” Malcolm cried out. “Don’t measure your own worth based on what other people are doing. Besides, she’s three years older than you are, so she had a head start. And based on what your parents told us, that first marriage of hers didn’t work out so well. Also, you’d dated other guys before I came along.”

“I’d dated one other person, but still...”

“But what?”

“But I never feel that I’m good enough. I always feel second-best.”

“Not with me you don’t,” Malcolm massaged his temples as his headache began to flare up again.

“I know, and you’re right,” Mary realized she was being negative and perhaps even petulant. She was feeling wretched and was worrying she was making Malcolm feel unappreciated. “But I always used to feel as though I was living in her perfect shadow.”

“Then you should have stepped out of it.”

“It wasn’t as easy as you make it sound.”

“Yeah, I really think it was as easy as that.”

“How would you know?” Mary challenged. “It’s easy for you to say that because you had no rival siblings. You were an only child.”

“Nothing about my life was ever easy,” Malcolm snapped. “Even when my dad was alive, times were tough and we struggled. When he was killed in the line of duty and then mom had her breakdown, those miserable and screwed-up years of my childhood became my fond memories. Forgive me if I don’t express any sympathy for someone who managed to reach adulthood with both of her parents alive.” Malcolm then let loose a long, frustrated ‘argh’ sound. “I’m sorry I snapped at you, it’s just...”

“It’s okay,” Mary hugged him. “I know we’re both in our trigger zones.”

“Come on,” Malcolm kissed her forehead. “I’m going to take something for my headache and then we should head downstairs. Your mom has lunch waiting for us.”
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Lunch was probably delicious but Mary was too distracted to properly taste it and too nervous to enjoy it. After helping with the cleanup, she retreated to the solitude of the dining room and began pacing back and forth. She sat down for a moment and then stood up again to continue pacing. She wrung her hands and could feel a pulse drumming in her head. She realized she was biting her lower lip so she forced herself to stop doing that. She was then startled by a loud voice behind her.

“What is she doing here?”

Mary turned around and saw her sister Amy, hands on her hips and standing in the dining room doorway. Amy had straight, shoulder-length auburn hair with a few strands of grey in it. She looked as though she probably had a fair complexion, though it was difficult to know for certain as her face was currently red with fury. 

Everything Mary had been rehearsing to say completely vanished from her mind and she could feel her ears turning red while her heart rate accelerated. 

“Amy,” her mother said, coming up behind her. “I need you to talk to your sister.”

“Mom, you said you needed me to meet a Ms. Bristol.”

“Yes, Amy,” her mother said, patting Amy’s shoulder. “Mary Bristol is your sister.”

Amy turned from her mother back to Mary. “But the thug’s last name isn’t Bristol, it’s Marksmann.”

“No, his last name is Mercer now.”

“Oh my God, I can’t even...” Amy sputtered. “Then where did the surname of Bristol come from?”

“It’s a long story,” Mary said.

“I’m not a bit surprised,” Amy all but spat the words. “Everything with you is a long story.”

“I’m sorry to hear about you and Brett.”

Amy rounded on her mother. “You told her about my divorce? Mom, I told you she is to know nothing about my life.”

“Amy, I’m getting her to help you stay safe on that cruise,” Irena soothed. “Too many bad things have been happening at your work and your father and I are worried about you.”

“I don’t need her help,” Amy pointed at Mary. “As I told you on the phone two days ago, the firm is handling it.”

“And since you told me that, how many more lawyers have been threatened or killed?”

“Too many, but...”

“Then it’s settled,” her mother said. “We’re hiring them to help keep you safe.”

“Them?” Amy’s eyes bulged. “You mean the criminal is coming too?”

“Of course,” her mother said. “Be nice, Amy, he’s your brother-in-law.”

“Don’t remind me,” Amy groaned. “More like a brother-out-law if you ask me. I don’t want help from my sister and I certainly don’t want the thug’s help either.”

“We ask so little and we have done so much to help you,” her mother sidled up to her. “We were there for you when Brett left, and...”

“Stop right there, Mom,” Amy raised both of her hands. “If this is going to be the start of a long list of things you can hold over my head, then don’t bother. I’ll just capitulate now and save us both several hours. But as soon as we get back, I want them both gone for good, capiche?” 
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